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1

Duel

A dark-skinned human with four arms walks toward me across the floor of the club, clad only in a belt

strung with human skulls. Her hair forms a smoky wreath around her open and curious face. She's
interested in me.

"You're new around here, aren't you?' she asks, pausing in front of my table.

| stare at her. Apart from the neatly articulated extra shoulder joints, the body she's wearing is roughly
ortho, following the traditional human body plan. The skulls are subsized, strung together on a necklace
threaded with barbed wire and roses. "Yes, I'm anube,” | say. My parole ring makes my left index finger
tingle, alittle reminder. "1'm required to warn you that I'm undergoing identity reindexing and
rehabilitation. |[—people in my state—may be prone to violent outbursts. Don't worry, that's just a
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statutory warning: | won't hurt you. What makes you ask?"

She shrugs. It's an elaborate rippling gesture that ends with awiggle of her hips. "Because | haven't seen
you here before, and I've been coming here most nights for the past twenty or thirty diurns. Y ou can earn
extrarehab credit by helping out. Don't worry about the parole ring, most of us here have them. | had to
warn people myself awhile ago."

| manage to force asmile. A fellow inmate? Further along the program? "Would you like adrink?" | ask,
gesturing at the chair next to me. "And what are you called, if you don't mind me asking?"'

"I'm Kay." She pulls out the chair and sits, flipping her great mass of dark hair over her shoulder and
tucking her skulls under the table with two hands as she glances at the menu. "Hmm, | think | will have
an iced double mocha pickup, easy on the coca." She looks at me again, staring at my eyes. "The clinic
arranges things so that there's always a volunteer around to greet nubes. It's my turn this swing shift. Do
you want to tell me your name? Or where you're from?"

"If you like." My ring tingles, and | remember to smile. "My name's Robin, and you're right, I'm fresh
out of the rehab tank. Only been out for a meg, to tell the truth." (A bit over ten planetary days, a million
seconds.) "I'm from"—I go into quicktime for a few subseconds, trying to work out what story to give
her, ending up with an approximation of the truth—"around these parts, actually. But just out of memory
excision. | was getting stale and needed to do something about whatever it was | was getting stale over."

Kay smiles. She's got sharp cheekbones, bright teeth framed between perfect lips; she's got bilateral
symmetry, three billion years of evolutionary heuristics and homeobox genes generating a face that's a
mirror of itself—and where did that thought come from? | ask myself, annoyed. It's tough, not being
able to tell the difference between your own thoughts and a postsurgical identity prosthesis.

"I haven't been human for long," she admits. "l just moved here from Zemlya." Pause. "For my surgery,”
she adds quietly.

| fiddle with the tassels dangling from my sword pommel. There's something not quite right about them,
and it's bugging meintensely. "You lived with the ice ghouls?* | ask.

"Not quite—I was an ice ghoul."

That gets my attention: | don't think I've ever met areal live alien before, even an ex-alien. "Were you"—
what's the word?—"born that way, or did you emigrate for awhile?"

"Two questions.” She holds up afinger. "Trade?"

"Trade." | remember to nod without prompting, and my ring sends me aflicker of warmth. It's crude
conditioning: reward behavior indicative of recovery, punish behavior that reinforces the postsurgical
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fugue. | don't like it, but they tell meit's an essential part of the process.

"I emigrated to Zemlyaright after my previous memory dump.” Something about her expression strikes
me as evasive. What could she be omitting? A failed business venture, personal enemies? | wanted to
study ghoul society from the inside." Her cocktail emerges from the table, and she takes an experimental
sip. "They're so strange." She looks wistful for amoment. "But after ageneration | got . . . sad." Another
sip. "l was living among them to study them, you see. And when you live among people for gigaseconds
on end you can't stop yourself getting involved, not unless you go totally post and upgrade your—well. |
made friends and watched them grow old and die until | couldn’t take any more. | had to come back and
excisethe. . . theimpact. The pain."

Gigaseconds? Thirty planetary years each. That's along time to spend among aliens. She's studying me
intently. "That must have been very precise surgery,” | say slowly. "I don't remember much of my
previous life."

"Y ou were human, though," she prods.

"Yes." Emphatically yes. Shards of memory remain: aflash of swordsin atwilit aleyway in the
remilitarized zone. Blood in the fountains. "l was an academic. A member of the professoriat.” An array
of firewalled assembler gates, lined up behind the fearsome armor of a customs checkpoint between
polities. Pushing screaming, imploring civilians toward a shadowy entrance—"1 taught history." That
much is—was—true. "It all seems boring and distant now." The brief flash of an energy weapon, then
silence. "l was getting stuck in arut, and | needed to refresh myself. | think."

Which isamost but not quite acompletelie. | didn't volunteer, someone made me an offer | couldn't
refuse. | knew too much. Either consent to undergo memory surgery, or my next death would be my last.
At least, that'swhat it said I'd done in the dead-paper letter that was waiting by my bedside when |
awakened in the rehab center, fresh from having the water of Lethe delivered straight to my brain by the
molecular-sized robots of the hospitaler surgeon-confessors. | grin, sealing the partial truths with an
outright lie. "So | had aradical rebuild, and now | can't remember why."

"And you feel like anew human," she says, smiling faintly.

"Yes." | glance at her lower pair of hands. | can't help noticing that she's fidgeting. "Even though | stuck
with this conservative body plan.” I'm very conservatively turned out—a medium-height male, dark
eyes, wiry, the stubble of dark hair beginning to appear across my scalp—Ilike an unreconstructed
Eurasian from the pre-space era, right down to the leather kilt and hemp sandals. "I have a strong self-
image, and | didn't really want to shed it—too many associations tied up in there. Those are nice skulls,
by the way."

Kay smiles. "Thank you. And thank you again for not asking, by the way."
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"Asking?'
"The usual question: Why do you look like, well . . ."

| pick up my glass for the first time and take a sip of the bitingly cold blue liquid. "Y ou've just spent an
entire prehistoric human lifetime as an ice ghoul and people are needling you for having too many
arms?' | shake my head. "I just assumed you have a good reason."”

She crosses both pairs of arms defensively. "I'd feel like aliar looking like. . ." She glances past me.
There are a handful of other people in the bar, afew bushujo and a couple of cyborgs, but most of them
are wearing orthohuman bodies. She's glancing at a woman with long blond hair on one side of her head
and stubble on the other, wearing a filmy white drape and a sword belt. The woman is braying loudly
with laughter at something one of her companions just said—berserkers on the prowl for players. "Her,
for example."

"But you were orthohuman once?"
"l gill am, inside."

The penny drops. She wears xenohuman drag when she'sin public because she's shy. | glance over at the
group and accidentally make eye contact with the blond woman. She looks at me, stiffens, then
pointedlyturns away. "How long has this bar been here?' | ask, my ears burning. How dare she do that
to me?

"About three megs." Kay nods at the group of orthos across the room. "I really would avoid paying
obvious attention to them, they're duelists.”

"Soam |." | nod at her. "l find it therapeutic.”
She grimaces. "I don't play, myself. It'smessy. And | don't like pain."”

"Well, neither do I," | say slowly. "That's not the point." The point is that we get angry when we can't
remember who we are, and we lash out at first; and a structured, formal framework means that nobody
else needs to get hurt.

"Where do you live?' she asks.
“I'm in the"—she's transparently changing the subject, | realize—"clinic, still. | mean, everything | had,

|"—Iliquidated and ran—"1 travel light. | still haven't decided what to be in this new lifetime, so there
doesn't seem much point in having lots of baggage.”
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"Another drink?" Kay asks. "I'm buying."

"Yes, please." A warning bell ringsin my head as | sense Blondie heading toward our table. | pretend
not to notice, but | can feel afamiliar warmth in my stomach, atension in my back. Ancient reflexes and
not afew modern cheat-codes take over and | surreptitiously loosen my sword in its scabbard. | think |
know what Blondie wants, and I'm perfectly happy to give it to her. She's not the only one around here
prone to frequent flashes of murderous rage that take awhile to cool. The counselor told me to embrace
it and give in, among consenting fellows. It should burn itself out in time. Which iswhy I'm carrying.

But the postexcision rages aren't my only irritant. In addition to memory edits, | opted to have my age
reset. Being postadol escent again brings its own dynamic of hormonal torment. It makes me pace my
apartment restlessly, drives me to stand in the white cube of the hygiene suite and draw blades down the
insides of my arms, curious to see the bright rosy blood welling up. Sex has acquired an obsessive
importance |I'd almost forgotten. The urgesto sex and violence are curiously hard to fight off when you
awaken drained and empty and unable to rememberwho you used to be, but they're alot less fun, the
second or third time through the cycle of rguvenation.

"Listen, don't look round, but you probably ought to know that someone is about to—"

Before | can finish the sentence, Blondie leans over Kay's shoulder and spitsin my face. "I demand
satisfaction." She has avoice like adiamond drill.

"Why?" | ask stonily, heart thumping with tension as | wipe my cheek. | can feel the rage building, but |
force myself to keep it under control.

"You exist."

There's a certain type of look some postrehab cases get while they're in the psychopathic dissociative
stage, still reknitting the raveled threads of their personality and memories into a new identity. The
insensate anger at the world, the existential hate—often directed at their previously whole self for
putting them into this world, naked and stripped of memories—generates its own dynamic. Wild black-
eyed hatred and the perfect muscul ature of the optimized phenotype combine to lend Blondie an
intimidating, amost primal presence. Nevertheless, she's got enough self-control to issue a challenge
before she attacks.

Kay, shy and much further advanced in recovery than either of us, cowersin her seat as Blondie glares at
me. That annoys me—Blondi€'s got no call to intimidate bystanders. And maybe I'm not as out of
control as| fedl.

"In that case"—I slowly stand up, not breaking eye contact for amoment—"how about we take thisto
the remilitarized zone? First death rules?’
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"Yes," she hisses.

| glance at Kay. "Nicetalking to you. Order me another drink? I'll be right back.” | can feel her eyes on
my back as | follow Blondie to the gate to the RMZ. Which is right beside the bar.

Blondie pauses on the threshold. "After you," she says.
"Au contraire. Challenger goesfirst."

She glares at me one more time, clearly furious, then strides into the T-gate and blinks out. | wipe my
right palm on my leather kilt, grip the hilt of my sword, draw, and leap through the point-to-point
wormhole.

Dueling etiquette calls for the challenger to clear the gate by a good ten paces, but Blondieisn'tin a
good mood, and it's a very good thing that I'm on the defensive and ready to parry as | go through
because she's waiting, ready to shove her sword through my abdomen on the spot.

She'sfast and vicious and utterly uninterested in playing by the rules, which is fine by me because my
own existential rage now has an outlet and aface. The anger that has been eating me up since my
surgery, the hatred of the war criminals who forced me into this, of the person | used to be who
surrendered to the large-scale erasure of their memories—I can't even remember what sex | was, or how
tall—has a focus, and on the other end of her circling blade, Blondie's face is aglow of concentration
and fury to mirror my own.

This part of the remilitarized zone is modeled on aruined city of old Urth, shattered postnuclear
concrete wastelands and strange creeping vegetation shrouding the statues of conquerors and the burned-
out wreckage of wheeled cars. We could be alone here, marooned on a planet uninhabited by other
sapients. Alone to work out our grief and rage as the postsurgical fugue slowly dissipates.

Blondie tries to rush me, and | fall back carefully, trying to spot some weakness in her attack. She
prefers the edge to the point and the right to the left, but she's not leaving me any openings. "Hurry up
and die!" she snaps.

"After you." | feint and try to draw her off-balance, circling round her. Next to the gate we came in
through there's a ruined stump of atall building, rubble heaped up above head height. (The gate's beacon
flashes red, signifying no egress until one of usis dead.) The rubble gives me an idea, and | feint again,
then back off and leave an opening for her.

Blondie takes the opening, and | just barely block her, because she's fast. But she's not gy, and she
certainly wasn't expecting the knife in my left hand—taped to my left thigh before—and as she triesto
guard against it, | see my chance and run my sword through her belly.
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She drops her weapon and falls to her knees. | sit down heavily opposite her, amost collapsing. Oh
dear. How did she manage to get my leg? Maybe | shouldn't trust my instincts quite so totally.

"Done?" | ask, suddenly feeling faint.

"|—" There's acurious expression on her face as she holds on to the basket of my sword. "Uh." Shetries
to swallow. "Who?"

“I'm Robin," | say lightly, watching her with interest. I'm not sure I've ever watched somebody dying
with a sword through their guts before. There's lots of blood and areally vile smell of ruptured
intestines. 1'd have thought she'd be writhing and screaming, but maybe she's got an autonomic override.
Anyway, I'm busy holding my leg together. Blood keeps welling up between my fingers. Comradeship
inpain."Youare...?

"Gwyn." She swallows. The light of hatred is extinguished, |eaving something—puzzlement?—behind.
"When did you last back up, Gwyn?"

She squints. "Unh. Hour. Ago."

"Well then. Would you like me to end this?'

It takes a moment for her to meet my eyes. She nods. "When? Y ou?”'

| lean over, grimacing, and pick up her blade. "When did | last back myself up? Since recovering from
memory surgery, you mean?"

She nods, or maybe shudders. | raise the blade and frown, lining it up on her neck: it takes all my
energy. "Good question—"

| slice through her throat. Blood sprays everywhere.
"Never."

| stumble to the exit—an A-gate—and tell it to rebuild my leg before returning me to the bar. It switches
me off, and a subjective instant later, | wake up in the kiosk in the washroom at the back of the bar, my
body remade as new. | stare into the mirror for about a minute, feeling empty but, curiously, at peace
with myself. Maybe I'll be ready for a backup soon? | flex my right leg. The assembler's done a good
job of canonicalizing it, and the edited muscle works just fine. | resolve to avoid Gwyn, at least until
she'sin alessinsensately violent mood, which may take along time if she keeps picking fights with her
betters. Then | return to my table.
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Kay isstill there, which is odd. I'd expected her to be gone by now. (A-gates are fast, but it still takesa
minimum of about a thousand seconds to tear down and rebuild a human body: that's alot of bits and
atomsto juggle.)

| drop into my seat. She has bought me another drink. "1'm sorry about that,” | say automatically.
"Y ou get used to it around here." She sounds philosophical. " Feeling better?"

"Y ou know, I—" | stop. Just for amoment I'm back in that dusty concrete-strewn wasteland, a searing
painin my leg, the sheer hatred | feel fueling my throw at Gwyn's head. "It'sgone,” | say. | stare at the
glass, then pick it up and knock back half of it in one go.

"What's gone?' | catch her watching me. "If you don't mind talking about it," she adds hastily.

She's frightened but concerned, | suddenly realize. My parole ring pulses warmth repeatedly. "l don't
mind," | say, and smile, probably atrifletiredly. | put the glass down. "I'm still in the dissociative phase,
| guess. Before | came out this evening | was sitting in my room all on my own, and | was drawing
pretty lines all over my arms with a scalpel. Thinking about opening my wrists and ending it all. | was
angry. Angry at myself. But now I'm not."

"That's very common." Her tone is guarded. "What changed it for you?"

| frown. Knowing it'sa common side effect of reintegration doesn't help. "l've been an idiot. | need to
take a backup as soon as | go home."

"A backup?' Her eyes widen. "Y ou've been walking around here wearing a sword and a dueling sash all
evening, and you don't have a backup?' Her voice rises to a squeak. "What are you trying to do?"

"Knowing you've got a backup blunts your edge. Anyway, | was angry with myself." | stop frowning as
| look at her. "But you can't stay angry forever."

More to the point, I'm suddenly feeling an awful, hollow sense of dread about the idea of rediscovering
who | am, or who | used to be. What does it mean, to suddenly begin sensing other people's emotions
again only after you run someone through with a sword? Back in the dark ages it would have been a
tragedy. Even here, dying isn't something most people take lightly. For a horrible moment | feel the urge
to rush out and find Gwyn and apologize to her—but that's absurd, she won't remember, she'll bein the
same headspace she was in before. She'd probably challenge me to another duel and, being in the same
Insensate rage, turn me into hamburger on the spot.

"I think I'm reconnecting,” | say slowly. "Do you know somewhere | could go that's safer? | mean, less
likely to attract the attentions of berserkers?"
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"Hmm." She looks at me critically. "If you lose the sword and the sash, you won't look out of place
round the block in one of the phase two recovery piazzas. | know a place that does areally good joesteak
—how hungry are you feeling?’

IN the wake of the duel | have become hungry for food just as my appetite for violence has declined.
Kay takes me to a charmingly rustic low-gee piazza of spun-diamond foam and bonsai redwoods, where
guaint steam-powered robots roast succulent baby hams over charcoal grills. Kay and | chat and it
becomes clear that she's mightily intrigued to see me recovering visibly from the emotional aftereffects
of memory surgery. | pump her for details of life among the ice ghouls, and she quizzes me about the
dueling academies of the Invisible Republic. She has a quirky sense of humor and, toward the end of the
meal, suggests that she knows a party where there's fun to be had.

The party turns out to be afairly laid-back floating orgy in one of the outpatient apartments. There are
only about six people there when we arrive, mostly lying on the large circular bed, passing around a
water pipe and masturbating each other tenderly. Kay leans me up against the wall just beside the
entrance, kisses me, and does something electrifying to my perineum and testicles with three of her
hands. Then she vanishes into the hygiene suite to use the assembler, leaving me panting. When she
returns | almost don't recognize her—her hair has turned blue, she's lost two arms, and her skin has
turned the color of milky coffee. But she walks right up to me and kisses me again and | recognize her
by the taste of her mouth. | carry her to the bed and, after our first urgent fuck, we join the circle with
the pipe—which is loaded with opium and an easily vaporized phosphodiesterase inhibitor—then
explore each other's bodies and those of our neighbors until we're close to falling asleep.

I'm lying next to her, almost face-to-face, when she murmurs, "That was fun."

"Fun," | echo. "l needed—" My vision blurs. "Too long."

"I come hereregularly," she offers. "Y ou?"

"I haven't—" | pause.

"What?'

"I can't remember when | last had sex."”

She places one hand between my thighs. "Really?' She looks puzzled.

"I can't." | frown. "I must have forgotten it."

"Forgotten? Truly?' She looks surprised. "Could you have had a bad relationship or something? Could
that be why you had surgery?"
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"No, I—" | stop before anything more slips out. The letter from my older self would have said if that
was the case, I'm certain of that much. "It'sjust gone. | don't think that usually happens, doesit?

"No." She cuddles up against me and strokes my neck. | feel amomentary sense of wonder as| stiffen
against her, then | begin to trace the edges of her nipples, and her breath catches. It must be the drugs, |
think; | couldn't possibly stay aroused this long without some external input, could 1?"Y ou'd be a good
subject for Y ourdon's experiment.”

"Y ourdon's what?'

She pushes at my chest and | roll onto my back obligingly to let her mount me. There are toys scattered
round the bed, mewing and begging to be used, but she seems to need to do this the traditional way,
bareback skin on skin: she probably sees it as away of reconnecting with what it means to be human or
something. My breath hisses as | grab her buttocks and pull her down onto me.

"The experiment. He's looking for serious amnesia cases, offering areferral fee to finders. I'll tell you
later."

And then we stop talking, because speech is ssmply getting in the way of communication, and in the here
and now, she'sall | need.

AFTERWARD, | walk home through avenues carpeted with soft, living grass, roofed in green marble
slabs carved from the lithosphere of a planet hundreds of teraklicks away. | am alone with my thoughts,
netlink silenced save for aroute map that promises me afive-kilometer walk avoiding all other persons.
Though | carry my sword, | don't feel any desire to be challenged. | need time to think, because when |
get home my therapist will be waiting for me, and | need to be clear in my own head about who | think |
am becoming before | talk to it.

Here | am, awake and alive—whoever | am. I'm Robin, aren't I? | have aslew of fuzzy memories, traces
left behind by memory washes that blur my earlier livesinto an impressionist haze. | had to look up my
own age shortly after | woke. Turns out I'm nearly seven billion seconds old, though | have the
emotional stability of a postadolescent atenth that age. Once upon atime people who lived even two
gigaseconds were senescent. How can | be so old yet feel so young and inexperienced?

There are huge, mysterious holesin my life. Obviously | must have had sex before, but | don't remember
it. Clearly | have dueled—my reflexes and unconscious skills made short work of Gwyn—~but | don't
remember training, or killing, except in mysterious flashes that could equally well be leftover memories
of entertainments. The letter from my earlier self said | was an academic, amilitary historian
specializing in religious manias, sleeper cults, and emergent dark ages. If so, | don't remember any of it
at all. Maybe it's buried deep, to re-emerge when | need it—and maybe it's gone for good. Whatever
grade of memory excision my earlier self requested must have been perilously close to atotal wipe.
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So what's | eft?

There are fractured shards of memory all over the lobby of my Cartesian theatre, waiting for meto slip
and cut myself on them. I'm in male orthohuman form right now, orthodox product of natural selection.
This shape feelsright to me, but | think there was a time when lwas something much stranger—for some
reason, | have the ideathat | might have been atank. (Either that, or | mainlined one too many wartime
adventure virtches, and they stuck with me through memory surgery even when more important parts
went missing.) The sense of implacable extensibility, coldly controlled violence. . . yes, maybe | was a
tank. If so, at onetime | guarded a critical network gate. Traffic between polities, like traffic within a
polity, passes over T-gates, point-to-point wormholes linking distant locations. T-gates have two
endpoints, and are unfiltered—anything can pass through one, from one end to the other. While thisisn't
a problem within a polity, it's a huge problem when you're defending a network frontier against attack
from other polities. Hence the firewall. My job, as part of the frontier guard, was to make sure that
inbound travelers went straight into an A-gate—an assembler array that disassembled, uploaded, and
analyzed them for threats, before routing them as serial datato another A-gate on the inside of the DMZ
for reassembly. Normally people would only be routed through an A-gate for customs scanning or
serialization via a high-traffic wormhol e aperture dedicated to data traffic; but at that time there were no
exceptions to the security check because we were at war.

War? Yes: it was the tail end of the censorship wars. | must have been infected at some point because |
can't remember what it was about, but | was definitely guarding cross-border—|ongjump—T-gates for
one of the successor states that splintered from the Republic of Iswhen its A-gates were infected by the
redactionist worms.

And then | seem to faintly recall . . . yes! Once upon atime | was one of the Linebarger Cats. Or |
worked for them. But | wasn't atank, then. | was something else.

| step out of aT-gate at one end of a musty-smelling corridor running through the stony heart of aruined
cathedral. Huge pillars rise toward a black sky on either side of me, ivy crawling across the latticework
screens that block off the gaps between them. (The pillars are a necessary illusion, markers for the tunnel
field that holds in the atmosphere; the planet beneath this gothic park isicy cold and airless, tidally
locked to a brown dwarf primary somewhere in transsolar space within afew hundred trillion kilometers
of legendary dead Urth.) | walk across decaying tapestries of crimson-and-turquoise wool, armored and
gowned orthohumans fighting and loving across a gulf of seconds so vast that my own history dimsinto
insignificance.

Here | am, stranded at the far end of time in arehabilitation center run by the hospitaler surgeon-
confessors of the Invisible Republic, pacing the abandoned halls of a picturesque folly on the surface of
abrown dwarf planet as | try to piece together my unraveled identity. | can't even remember how | got
here. So how am | meant to talk to my therapists?

| follow the blinking cursor of my netlink map into a central atrium, then hang a left into a nave that
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leads past stone altars topped with the carved skeletons of giants. The nave leads shortly to a rectangular
hole in space delineated by another T-gate. Stepping through the wormhole, | feel light-footed: gravity
here declines to hold me, and there is a pronounced Coriolis force tugging toward my left. Thelight is
brighter, and the floor is ablue liquid lake with surface tension so high that | can skate along it, my feet
dimpling the surface. There are no doors at water level but niches and irregular hollows cut into the
walls, and the air carries atang of iodine. If | had to hazard a guess, 1'd say this route was leading
through a chamber in one of the enigmatic routers that orbit so many brown dwarfsin this part of the
galaxy.

At the end of the corridor | pass several moving human-sized clouds—privacy haze fuzzing out the other
travelers so that we do not have to notice each other—and then into another chamber, with aring of T-
gate wormholes and A-gate routers circling the wall. | take the indicated door and find myself in a
familiar-looking corridor paneled to either side in living wood, an ornamental fountain occupying the
courtyard at the far end. It's peaceful and friendly, lit with the warm glow of ayellow star. Thisis where
I, and a handful of other rehabilitation subjects, have been assigned apartments. Thisis where we can
come to socialize safely with people in the same state of recovery, when it is safe for usto do so. And
thisiswhere | come to meet my therapist.

TODAY'S therapist isn't remotely humanoid, not even bushujo or elven; Piccolo-47 is a mesomorphic
drone, roughly pear-shaped, with a variety of bizarre-looking extensible robot limbs—some of them not
physically connected to Piccolo's body—and nothing that resembles aface. Personally, | think that's
rude (humans are hardwired at alow level to use facial expressionsto communicate emotional states:
Not wearing aface in public is a deliberate snub), but | keep the thought to myself. It's probably doing it
on purpose to see how stable | am—if | can't cope with someone who doesn't have a face, how am |
going to manage in public? Anyway, picking fights with my counselor is not going to help my emotional
wobbles. I'm tired, and I'd like to have along bath and go to sleep, so | resolve to get this over without
any unpleasant incidents.

"Y ou fought a duel today," says Piccolo-47. "Please describe the events |eading up to the incident in
your own words."

| sit down on the stone steps beneath the fountain, lean back until | can feel the cool splashing of water
on the back of my neck, and try to tell myself that I'm talking to a household appliance. That helps.
"Sure," | say, and summarize the diurn's events—at least, the public ones.

"Do you feel that Gwyn provoked you unduly?' asks the counselor.

"Hmm." | think about it for amoment. "I think | may have provoked her," | say slowly. "Not
intentionally, but she caught me watching her, and | could probably have disengaged. If I'd wanted to."
The admission makes me feel slightly dirty—Dbut only slightly. Gwyn iswalking around right now with
no memory of having been stabbed in the guts. She's lost less than an hour of her lifeline. Whereas my
leg is still giving me twinges of memory, and | risked—
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"Y ou said you have not taken a backup. Isn't that a little foolhardy?"
"Yes, yesitis" | make up my mind. "And I'm going to take one as soon as we finish this conversation."

"Good." | startle dightly and stare at Piccolo-47, disturbed. Therapists don't normally express opinions,
positive or negative, during a session; it's just broken theillusion that it's not there, and | feel my skin
crawl dightly as| look at its smooth carapace. "Examination of your public state suggests that you are
progressing well. | encourage you to continue exploring the rehabilitative sector and to make use of the
patient support groups.”

"Um." | stare. "l thought you weren't meant to intervene. .. ?"

"Intervention is contraindicated in early stages of recovery of patients with severe dissociative
psychopathology consequential to memory excision. However, in later stages, it may be used where
appropriate to provide guidance for a patient who is showing significant progress.” Then Piccolo-47
pauses. "I would like to make arequest. You are freeto disregard it."

"Oh?" | stare at its dorsal manipulator root. It's something like an iridescent cauliflower, flexing and
shimmering and breathing, and something like a naked lung, turned inside out and electroplated with
titanium. It's fascinatingly abhuman, a macroscopic hanomachine so complex it seems amost aliveinits
own right.

"You said that Patient Kay mentioned the Y ourdon experiment to you. Historian Professor Yourdon is
one of my coworkers, and Kay is perfectly correct. Y our relatively deep therapy means that you would
be an ideal participant for the project. | also believe that your long-term recovery may benefit from
participation."

"Hmm." | can tell when I'm being stroked for a hard sell. "You'll have to tell me more about it."

"Certainly. One moment?" | can tell Piccolo-47 is going into quicktime and messaging someone else: its
focus of attention wanders—I can see the sensor peripherals unfocusing—and the manipulator root stops
shimmering. "l have taken the liberty of transmitting your public case profile to the coordination office,
Robin. The experiment | allude to is a cross-disciplinary one being conducted by the departments of
archaeology, history, psychology, and social engineering within the Scholastium. Professor Y ourdon is
its coordinator-general. If you volunteer to participate, a copy of your next backup—or your original,
should you choose total immersion—will be instantiated as a separate entity within an experimental
community, whereit will live alongside roughly a hundred other volunteers for thirty to a hundred
megaseconds.” Roughly one to three old-style years. "The community is designed as an experiment to
probe certain psychological constraints associated with life prior to the censorship wars. An attempt to
reconstruct a culture that we have lost track of, in other words."
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"An experimental society?"'

"Y es. We have limited data about many periods in our history. Dark ages have become all too frequent
since the dawn of the age of emotional machines. Sometimes they are unintentional—the worst dark age,
at the dawn of the emotional age, was caused by the failure to understand informational economics and
the consequent adoption of incompatible data representation formats. Sometimes they're deliberate—the
censorship wars, for example. But the cumulative result is that there are large periods of history from
which very little information survives that has not been skewed by observational bias. Propaganda,
entertainment, and self-image conspire to rob us of accurate depictions, and old age and the need for
periodic memory excision rob us of our subjective experiences. So Professor Y ourdon's experiment is
intended to probe emergent social relationshipsin an early emotional-age culture that is largely lost to us
today."

"I think | see.” | shuffle against the stonework and lean back against the fountain. Piccolo-47's voice
00zes with reassurance. I'm pretty sureit's emitting a haze of feel-good pheromones, but if my
suspicions are correct it won't have thought of the simple somatic discomforts | can inflict on myself to
help me stay aert. The pitter-patter of icy droplets on my neck is asteady irritant. "So I'd, what, go live
in this community for ten megs? And then what? What would | do?"

"I can't tell you in any great detail," Piccolo-47 admits, its tones conciliatory and calm. "That would
undermine the integrity of the experiment. Its goals and functions have to remain uncertain to the
subjectsif it isto retain any empirical validity, because it is meant to be aliving society—areal one.
What | cantell you isthat you will be free to leave as soon as the experiment reaches an end state that
satisfies the acceptance criteria of the gatekeeper, or if the ethics committee supervising it approves an
early release. Within it, there will be certain restrictions on your freedom of movement, freedom of
access to information and medical procedures, and restrictions on the artifacts and services available to
you that postdate the period being probed. From time to time the gatekeeper will broadcast certain
information to the participants, to guide your understanding of the society. There is arelease tobe
notarized before you can join. But we assure you that all your rights and dignities will be preserved
intact."

"What'sinit for me?' | ask bluntly.

"Y ou will be paid handsomely for your participation.” Piccolo-47 sounds ailmost bashful. "And thereis
an extra bonus scheme for subjects who contribute actively to the success of the project.”

"Uh-huh." | grin at my therapist. "That's not what | meant." If he thinks | need credit, he's sadly
mistaken. | don't know who | was working for before—whether it really was the Linebarger Cats or
some other, more obscure (and even more terrifying) Power—but one thing is certain, they didn't leave
me destitute when they ordered me to undergo memory excision.

"Thereis also the therapeutic aspect,” says Piccolo-47. "Y ou appear to harbor goal-dysphoriaissues.
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These relate to the amost complete erasure of your delta block reward/motivation centers, along with
the associated memories of your former vocation; bluntly, you feel directionless and idle. Within the
simulation community, you will be provided with an occupation and expected to work, and introduced to
acommunity of peerswho are al in the same situation as you. Comradeship and a renewed sense of
purpose are likely side effects of this experiment. Meanwhile you will have time to cultivate your
personal interests and select a direction that fits your new identity, without pressure from former
associates or acquaintances. And | repeat, you will be paid handsomely for your participation." Piccolo-
47 pauses for amoment. "Y ou have already met one of your fellow participants,” he adds.

A hit.

"I'll think about it," | say nhoncommittally. "Send me the details and I'll think about it. But I'm not going
to say yes or no on the spot.” | grin wider, baring my teeth. "I don't like being pressured.”

"I understand.” Piccolo-47 rises slightly and moves backward a meter or so. "Please excuse me. | am
very enthusiastic for the experiment to proceed successfully."

"Sure." | waveit off. "Now if you'll excuse me, | really do need some privacy. | still sleep, you know."
"I will see you in approximately one diurn," says Piccolo-47, rising farther and rotating toward a hole

that isirising open in the ceiling. "Goodbye." Then it's gone, leaving only afaint smell of lavender
behind, and me to the strikingly vivid memory of the taste and feel of Kay's tongue exploring my lips.

2

Experiment

WEL COME to the Invisible Republic.

The Invisible Republic is one of the legacy polities that emerged from the splinters of the Republic of Is,
in the wake of the series of censorship wars that raged five to ten gigaseconds ago. During the wars, the
internetwork of longjump T-gates that wove the subnets of the hyperpower together was shattered,
leaving behind sparsely connected nets, their borders filtered through firewalled assembler gates guarded
by ferocious mercenaries. Incomers were subjected to forced disassembly and scanned for subversive
attributes before being rebuilt and allowed across the frontiers. Battles raged across the airless cryogenic
wastes that housed the longjump nodes carrying traffic between warring polities, while the redactive
worms released by the Censor factions lurked in the firmware of every A-gate they could contaminate,
their viral payload mercilessly deleting all knowledge of the underlying cause of the conflict from
fleeing refugees as they passed through the gates.

Like amost all human polities since the Acceleration, the Republic of Isrelied heavily on A-gates for

file:///K |/eMule/Incoming/Stross,%20Charl es%620-%20G| asshouse%620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (16 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:53


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/Glasshouse-toc.html#TOC-5
file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/Glasshouse-toc.html#TOC-5

Glasshouse

manufacturing, routing, switching, filtering, and the other essentials of any network civilization. The
ability of nanoassembler arrays to deconstruct and replicate artifacts and organisms from raw atomic
feedstock made them virtually indispensable—not merely for manufacturing and medical purposes, but
for virtual transport (it's easier to simultaneously cram a hundred upload templates through a T-gate than
ahundred physical bodies) and molecular firewalling. Even when war exposed them to subversion by
the worms of censorship, nobody wanted to do without the A-gates—to grow old and decrepit, or
succumb to injury, seemed worse than the risk of memory corruption. The paranoid few who refused to
pass through the verminous gates dropped away, dying of old age or cumulative accidental damage;
meanwhile, those of us who still used them can no longer be certain of whatever it was that the worm
payloads were designed to hide in the first place. Or even who the Censors were.

But the stress of the censorship caused people to distrust all gates that they didn't control themselves.

Y ou can't censor data or mass flowing through a T-gate, which is simply awormhole of twisted space-
time connecting two distant points. So even short-range traffic switched to T-gates, while new mass
assemblies became scarce because of generalized distrust of the Censored A-gates. There was an
economic crash, then a splintering of communications, and entire T-gate networks—networks with high
degrees of internal connectivity, not necessarily spatial proximity—»began to disconnect from the wider
net. Is became Was, and what was once a myriad of public malls with open topol ogies sprouted
fearsome armed checkpoints, frontier posts between firewalled virtual republics.

That was then, and thisis now. The Invisible Republic was one of the first successor states to form.
They built an intranetwork of T-gates and fiercely defended them from the outside until the first
generation of fresh A-gates, bootstrapped painfully al the way from hand-lithographed quantum dot
arrays, became available. The Invisibles started out as a group of academic institutions that set up a
distributed trust system early in the censorship; they still retain their military-academic roots. The
Scholastium views knowledge as power and seeks to restore the data lost during successive dark ages—
although whether it isreally a good ideato uncover the cause of the censorship is a matter of hot debate.
Just about everyone lost parts of their lives during the war, and tens of billions more died completely:
Re-creating the preconditions for the worst holocaust since the twenty-third century is not
uncontroversial.

Ironically, the Invisible Republic is now the place where many people come in order to forget their
pasts. We who remain human (while relying on A-gate redaction to save our bodies from senescence)
sooner or later need to learn to forget. Timeisa corrosive fluid, dissolving motivation, destroying
novelty, and leaching the joy from life. But forgetting is a fraught process, one that is prone to
transcription errors and personality flaws. Delete the wrong pattern, and you can end up becoming
someone else. Memories exhibit dependencies, and their management is one of the highest medical art
forms. Hence the high status and vast resources of the surgeon-confessors, into whose hands my earlier
self delivered me. The surgeon-confessors learned their skills by forensic analysis of the damage done to
the victims of the censorship wars. And thus, yesterday's high crime leads to today's medical treatment.

A few diurns—amost half atenday—after my little chat with Piccolo- 47, | am back in the recovery
club, nursing a drink and enjoying the mild hallucinations it brings on in conjunction with the mood
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music the venue plays for me. It's been voted a hot day, and most of the party animals are out in the
courtyard, where they've grown a swimming pool. |'ve been studying, trying to absorb what | can of the
congtitution and jurisprudential traditions of the Invisible Republic, but it's hard work, so | decided to
come here to unwind. I've left my sword and dueler's sash back home. Instead, I'm wearing black
leggings and aloose top festooned with a Menger sponge of empty pockets stitched out of smaller
pockets and smaller still, almost down to the limits of visibility—woven in free fall by hordes of tiny
otaku spiders, I'm told, their genes programmed by an obsessive-compulsive sartorial topologist. | feel
pretty good about myself because my most recent therapist-assignee, L ute-629,says I'm making good
progress. Which is probably why I'm not sufficiently on guard.

I'm sitting alone at a table minding my own business when, without any kind of warning, two hands clap
themselves over my eyes. | startle and try to stand up, tensing in the first instinctive move to throw up a
blocking forearm, but another pair of handsis already pressing down on my shoulders. | realizewho it is
only just in time to avoid punching her in the face. "Hello, stranger," she breathesin my ear, apparently
unaware of how close | came to striking her.

"Hey." In one dizzy moment | smell her skin against the side of my cheek as my heart tries to lurch out
of my chest, and | break out in a cold sweat. | reach up carefully to stroke the side of her face. I'm about
to suggest she shouldn't sneak up on me, but | can visualize her smiling, and something makes me take a
more friendly tone. "I was wondering if 1'd see you here."

"Happens." The hands vanish from my eyes as she lets go of me. | twist round to see her impish grin.
“I'm not disturbing anything important, am 1?7

"Oh, hardly. I've just had my fill of studying, and it'stimeto relax." | grin ruefully. And | would be
relaxing if you weren't giving me fight-or-flight attacks!

"Good." She didesinto the booth beside me, leans up against my side, and snaps her fingers at the
menu. Moments later along, tall something or other that varies from gold at the top to blue at the bottom
arrivesin aglass of flash-frozen ice that steams slightly in the humid air. | can see horse-head ripplesin
the mist, blue steam-trails of self-similarity. "I'm never sure whether it's polite to ask peopleif they want
to socialize—the conventions are too different from what I'm used to."

"Oh, I'm easy." | finish my own drink and let the table reabsorb my glass. "Actualy, | was thinking
about ameal. Are you by any chance hungry?'

"I could be." She chews her lower lip and looks at me pensively. "You said you were hoping to see me."
"Yes. | was wondering about the, uh, greeter thing. Who runsit, and whether they need any volunteers."

She blinks and looks me up and down. "Y ou think you're sufficiently in control? Y ou want to volunteer
to—remarkable!" One of my external triggers twitches, telling me that she's accessing my public
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metadata, the numinous cloud of medical notes that follow us all around like a swarm of phantom bees,
ready to sting usinto submission at the first sign of undirected aggression. "Y ou've made really good
progress!*

"I don't want to be a patient forever." | probably sound a bit defensive. Maybe she doesn't realize she's
rubbed me up the wrong way, but | really don't like being patronized.

"Do you know what you're going to do when your control metrics are within citizenship bounds?' she
asks.

"Noidea." | glance a the menu. "Hey, I'll have one of whatever she's drinking," | tell the table.
"Why not?" She sounds innocently curious. Maybe that's why | decide to tell her the unembellished truth.

"I don't know much about who | am. | mean, whoever | was before, he put me in for a maximum wash,
didn't he? | don't remember what my career was, what | used to do, even what | was interested in. Tabula
rasa, that's me."

"Oh my." My drink emerges from the table. She looks asif she doesn't know whether to believe me or
not. "Do you have afamily? Any friends?"

"“I'm not sure," | admit. Which isawhitelie. | have some very vague memories of growing up, some of
them vivid in a stereotyped way that suggests crude enhancement during a previous memory wash—
memories |'d wanted to preserve at al costs, two proud mothers watching my early steps across a black
sandy beach . . . and | have a strong but baseless conviction that I've had long-term partners, at least a
gigasecond of domesticity. And there are faint memories of coworkers, phantoms of former Cats. But try
as| might, | can't put aface to any of them, and that's a cruel realization to confront. "l have some
fragments, but |'ve got afeeling that before my memory surgery | was pretty solitary. Anorganization
person, a node in a big machine. Can't remember what kind of machine, though." Fresh-spilled blood
bubbling and fizzing in vacuum. Liar.

"That's so sad," she says.
"What about you?' | ask. "Before you wereaniceghoul ... ?

"Ohvyes! | grew up in atroupe, | had lots of brothers and sisters and parents. We were primate
fundamentalists, you know? It's kind of embarrassing. But | still hear from some of the cousins now and
then—we exchange insights once in awhile." She smiles wistfully. "When | was a ghoul, it was one of
the few things that reminded me | had an alien side."

"But did you, when you were aghoul, did you have . . . ?
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Her face freezes over: "No, | didn't." | look away, embarrassed for her. Why did | imagine | was the only
liar at the table?

"About that food idea," | say, hastily changing the subject, "I'm still trying out some of the eateries
around here. | mean, getting to know what's good and figuring out who hangs out where. | was thinking
about going for ameal and maybe seeing if afew acquaintances are around afterward, Linn and V hora.
Do you know them? They're in rehab, too, only they've been out a bit longer than us. Linn's doing craft
therapy, ad hoc environmental patching, while Vhora's learning to play the musette.”

"Did you have anywhere in particular in mind to go and eat?' She unfreezes fast once we're off the
sensitive subject.

"I was thinking a pavement cafe in the Green Maze that hangs off the back of the Reich Wing looked
like a possibility. It's run by a couple of human cooks who design historically inauthentic Indonesian
tapas in public. It's strictly recreational, a performance thing: They don't actually expect you to eat their
prototypes—not unless you want to." | raise afinger. "If that doesn't interest you, there's afusion shed,
also in the Green Maze, that | cached yesterday. They do a decent pan-fried calzone, only they call it
something like adizer or dozer. And there's always sushi."

Kay nods thoughtfully. "Plausible," she agrees. Then she smiles. "l like the sound of your tapas. Shall
we go and see how much we can eat? Then let's meet these friends of yours."

They're not friends so much as nodding acquaintances, but | don't tell her that. Instead, | pay up with a
wave at the billpoint, and we head for the back door, out onto the beautiful silvery beach that the rehab
club backs on to, then over to arustic-looking door that conceals the gate to the green maze. Along the
way, Kay pullsapair of batik harem pants and aformally cut black-lace jacket out of her waist pouch,
which is an artfully conceal ed gate opening on a personal storage space. Both of us are barefoot, for
although there is a breeze and bright sunlight on our skin, we are fundamentally as deep indoors asit is
possible for humans to get, cocooned in anetwork of carefully insulated habitats floating at intervals of
light kiloseconds throughout a broad reach of the big black.

The Green Maze is one of those rectilinear manifolds that was all the fashion about four gigasecs ago,
right after the postwar fragmentation bottomed out. The framework consists of green corridors, all
straight, all intersecting at ninety-degree angles and held together by a bewildering number of T-gates.
Actually, it's a sparse network, so you can go through a doorway on one side of the maze and find
yourself on the far side, or several levels up, or even two twists, a hop, and ajump behind the back of
your own head. Lots of apartment suites hang off it, including the back entrance to my own, along with
an even more startling range of cubist-themed public spaces, entertainment nooks, eateries, resteries,
entertainment venues, and afew real formal hedge mazes built in a style several tens of teraseconds
older.

Needless to say, nobody knows their way around the Green Maze by memory or dead reckoning—some
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of the gates move from diurn to diurn—but my netlink knows where I'm going and throws up afirefly
for me. It takes us about a third of a kilosec to walk there in companionable silence. I'm still trying to
work out whether | can trust Kay, but I'm already sure |l like her.

The tapas place is open plan, ancient cast-iron chairs and tables on a grassy deck beneath a dome under a
pink sky streaked with clouds of carbon monoxide that scud across a cracked basalt wilderness. The sun
Isvery bright and very small, and if the dome vanished, we'd probably freeze to death before the
atmosphere poisoned us. Kay glances at the ornamental archway surrounding the T-gate, overgrowth
with ivy, and picks atable close to it. "Anything wrong?' | ask.

"It reminds me of home." She looks asif she's bitten a durian fruit while expecting a mango. "Sorry. I'll
try toignoreit."

"l didn't mean to—"
"I know you didn't." A small, wry, smile. "Maybe | didn't erase enough."”

“I'mworried that | erased too much,” | say before | can stop myself. Then Frita, one of the two
proprietor/cook/designers wanders over, and we're lost for awhile in praise of hislatest creations, and of
course we have to sample the fruits of the first production run and make an elaborate business of
reviewing them while Erci stands by strumming his mandolin and looking proud.

"Erased too much," Kay prods me.

"Yes." | push my plate away. "l don't know for sure. My old self left me along, somewhat vague letter.
Written and serialized, not an experiential; it was encoded in away he knew 1'd remember how to
decrypt, he was very careful about that. Anyway, he hinted about all sorts of dark things. He knew too
much, rambled on about how he'd worked for a Power and done bad things until his coworkers forced
him into excision and rehab. And it was a thorough job of assisted forgetting they did on me. | mean, for
al I know I might be awar criminal or something. I've completely lost over a gigasecond, and the stuff
before then isfull of holes—I don't remember anything about what my vocation was, or what | did
during the censorship, or any friends or family, or anything like that."

"That's awful." Kay rests a slim hand atop each of mine and peers at me across the wreckage of a
remarkably good aubergine-and-garlic casserole.

"But that'snot all." | glance at her wineglass, sitting empty beside the carafe. "Another refill?

"My pleasure." She refills my glass and raises it to my lips while taking a sip from her own without
releasing my hands. | smile as| swallow, and she smiles back. Maybe there's something to be said for

her hexapedal body plan, although I'd be nervous about doing it to myself—she must have had some
pretty extensive spinal modifications to coordinate all those limbs with such unconscious grace. "Go on?"
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"There are hints." | swallow. "Pretty blatant ones. He warned me to be on my guard against old enemies
—the kind who wouldn't be content with a simple duel to the death.”

"What are we talking about?' She looks concerned.

"[dentity theft, backup corruption." | shrug. "Or . . . | don't know. | mean, | don't remember. Either my
old self wastotally paranoid, or he was involved in something extremely dirty and opted to take the
radical retirement package. If it's the latter, | could bein really deep trouble. | lost so much that | don't
know how the sort of people he was involved with behave, or why. I've been doing some reading,
history and so on, but that's not the same as being there." | swallow again, my mouth dry, because at this
point she might very well stand up and walk out on me and suddenly | realize that I've invested quite a
lot of self-esteem in her continued good opinion of me. "1 mean, | think he may have been a mercenary,
working for one of the Powers."

"That would be bad." She lets go of my hands. "Robin?"
"Yes?

"Is that why you haven't had a backup since rehab? And why you're always hanging out in public places
with your back to the most solid walls?*

"Yes." I've admitted it, and now | don't know why | didn't say it before. "I'm afraid of my past. | want it
to stay dead."

She stands up, leans across the table to take my hands and hold my face, then kisses me. After amoment
| respond hungrily. Somehow we're standing beside the table and hugging each other—that's alot of
contact with Kay—and I'm laughing with relief as she rubs my back and holds me tight. "It's al right,"
she soothes, "it's all right." Well, no it isn't—but she's all right, and suddenly my horizons feel asif
they've doubled in size. I'm not in solitary anymore, there's someone | can talk to without feeling asiif |
might be facing a hostile interrogation. The sense of release is enormous, and far more significant than
simple sex.

"Comeon," | say, "let'sgo see Linn and Vhora."
"Sure," she says, partly letting go. "But Robin, isn't it obvious what you need to do?"
"Huh?"'

"About your problem.” She taps her toe impatiently. "Or haven't the therapists been giving you the hard
sell, too?'
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"Y ou mean the experiment?' | lead her back into the Green Maze, cueing my netlink for another firefly.
" was going to say no. It sounds crazy. Why would | want to live in a panopticon society for ten or fifty
megs?'

"Think about it," she says. "It's a closed community running in a disconnected T-gate manifold. Nobody
getsto go in or comes out after it starts running, not until the whole thing terminates. What's more, it's
an experimental protocol. It'll be anonymized and randomized, and the volunteers' records will be
protected by the Scholastium's Experimental Ethics Service. So—"

Enlightenment dawns. "If anyone is after me, they won't be able to get at me unless they're inside it from
the start! And whileI'minit I'll beinvisible."

"I knew you'd get it." She squeezes my hand. "Come on, let's find these friends of yours. Do you know if
they've been approached, too?'

WE find Linn and Vhorain aforest glade, enjoying an endless summer afternoon. It turns out that
they've both been asked if they're willing to participate in the Y ourdon study. Linn is wearing an
orthohuman female body and is most of the way out of rehab; lately she's been getting interested in the
history of fashion—clothing, cosmetics, tattoos, scarification, that sort of thing—and the idea of the
study appealsto her. Vhora, in contrast, is wearing something like akawalii pink-and-baby-blue
centaurform mechabody: she's got huge black eyes, eyelashes to match, perfect breasts, and piebald skin
covered in Kevlar patches.

"I had a session with Dr. Mavrides," Linn volunteers diffidently. She has long, auburn hair, pale,
freckled skin, green eyes, upturned nose, and elven ears: her historical-looking gown covers her from
throat to floor. It's a green that matches her eyes. Vhora, in contrast, is naked. Linn leans against Vhoras
flank, one arm spread lazily across her back to toy idly with the base of the fluted horn that rises from
the center of Vhora's forehead. "It sounds interesting to me."

"Not my cut." Vhora sounds amused, though it's hard to judge. "It's historical. Premorphic, too. Sorry
but | don't do ortho anymore, two lifetimes were enough for me."

"Oh, Vhora." Linn sighs, sounding exasperated. She does something with one fingertip near the base of
the horn that makes the mechatense for amoment. "Won'tyou . . . ?'

“I'm not clear on the historical period in question,” | say carefully. To be perfectly truthful, I'd
deliberately ignored the detailed pitch Piccolo-47 mailed me until Kay pointed out the advantages of
disappearing into a closed polity for afew years, because | was totally uninterested in goingto liveina
cave and hunt mammoths with a spear, or whatever Y ourdon and his coinvestigators have in mind. |
don't like being taken for a soft touch, and Piccolo-47's attitude is patronizing at best. Mind you, Piccolo-
47 isthe sort of self-congratulatory, introspectively obsessed psych professional who'd take any
suggestion that their behavior displayed contempt for the clients as projection, rather than treating it as
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an attempt to work around real social deficiencies. In my experience, the best way to deal with such
peopleisto politely agree with everything they say, then ignore them. Hence my lack of information
about the exact nature of the project.

"WEell, they're not telling us everything," Linn apologizes. "But | did some digging. Historian Professor
Y ourdon has a particular interest in afield I know something about, the first postindustrial dark age—
that would be from the mid-twentieth to mid-twenty-first centuries, if you're familiar with Urth
chronology. He's working with Colonel-Doctor Boateng, who isreally amilitary psychologist
specializing in the study of polymorphic societies—caste systems, gender systems, stratification along
lines dictated by heredity, astrology, or other characteristics outside the individual's control. He's
published a number of reports lately asserting that people in most societies prior to the Interval
Monarchies couldn't act as autonomous agents because of social constraints imposed on them without
consent, and | suspect the reason the Scholastium funds his research is because it has diplomatic
implications.”

| feel Kay shiver dightly through my left arm, which is wrapped around her uppermost shoulders. She
leans against me more closely, and | lean against the tree trunk behind mein turn. "Like ice ghoul
societies," she murmurs.

"Ice ghouls?' asks Vhora.

"They aren't tech—no, what | mean is that they are still developing technologies. They haven't reached
the Acceleration yet. No emotional machines, no virtual or self-replicating toolsets. No Exultants, no
gates, no ahility to restructure their bodies without ingesting poisonous plant extracts or cutting
themselves with metal knives." She shudders dlightly. "They're prisoners of their own bodies, they grow
old and fall apart, and if one of them loses alimb, they can't replace it." She's very unhappy about
something, and for a moment | wonder what the ice ghouls she lived with meant to her, that she hasto
come here to forget.

"Soundsicky," saysLinn. "Anyway, that's what Colonel-Doctor Boateng isinterested in. Polities where
people have no control over who they are."

"How's the experiment meant to work, then?' | ask, puzzling over it.

"Well, | don't know all the details,” Linn temporizes. "But what happens . . . well, if you volunteer, they
put you through a battery of tests. Y ou're not supposed to go in if you've got close family attachments
and friends, by the way; it's strictly for singletons." Kay's grasp tightens around me for amoment.
"Anyway, they back you up and your copy wakes up inside.

"What they've prepared for the experiment is a complete polity—the briefing says there are over a
hundred million cubic meters of accommodation space and a complete shortjump network inside. It's not
totally uncivilized, like araw planetary biome or anything. There are a couple of catches, though. There
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are no free assemblers, you can't smply request any structure you want. If you need food or clothing or
tools or whatever, you're supposed to use these specia restricted fabricators that'll only give you what
you're entitled to within the experiment. They run a money system and provide work, so you have to
work and pay for what you consume; it's intended to emulate a pre-Acceleration scarcity economy. Not
too scarce, of course—they don't want people starving. The other catch is, well, they assign you a new
orthohuman body and a history to play-act with. During the experiment, you're stuck in your assigned
role. No netlink, no backups, no editing—if you hurt yourself, you have to wait for your body to repair
itself. | mean, they didn't have A-gates back before the Acceleration, did they? Billions of people lived
there, it can't be that bad, you just have to be prudent and take care not to mutilate yourself."

"But what's the experiment about?' | repeat. There's something missing; | can't quite put my finger on
it...

"Well, it's supposed to represent a dark ages society,” Linn explains. "Wejust livein it and follow the
rules, and they watch us. Then it ends, and we leave. What more do you need?”

"What are the rules?' asks Kay.

"How should | know?' Linn smiles dreamily as she leans against Vhora, fondling the meso's horn,
which is glowing softly pink and pulsing in time to her hand motions. "They're just trying to reinvent a
microcosm of the polymorphic society that's ancestral to our own. A lot of our history comes out of the
dark ages—it was when the Acceleration took hold—but we know so little about it. Maybe they think
trying to understand how dark ages society worked will explain how we got where we are? Or
something else. Something to do with the origins of the cognitive dictatorships and the early colonies."

"But the rules—"

"They're discretionary,” says Vhora "To prod the subjects toward behaving in character, they get points
for behaving in ways in keeping with what we know about dark ages society, and they lose points for
behaving wildly out of character. Points are convertible into extra bonus money when the experiment
ends. That's all."

| stare at the meso. "How do you know that?' | ask.

"I read the protocol.” Vhora manages an impish smirk. "They want to make people cooperate and
behave consistently without being prescriptive. After all, in every society people transgress whatever
rulesthere are, don't they? It's a matter of balancing costs with benefits."

"But it'sjust a points system," | say.

"Yes. So you cantell if you're doing well or badly, | suppose.”
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"That'sarelief,” Kay murmurs. She holds me tight. The afternoon sunlight in the forest glade is soft and
yellow, and while there's a buzzing and rasping of insects in the background, the biome leaves us alone.
Linn smiles at us again, aremarkably fey expression, and strokes that spot on top of VVhora's head.
There's something unselfconsciously erotic about her gesture, but it's not an eroticism | share. "Shall we
be going?' Kay asks me.

"Yes, | think so." | help her to her feet, and shein turn helps me up.

"Nice of you to visit," purrs Vhora, shivering visibly as Linn tickles the base of the horn again. "Are you
sure you don't want to stay?"

"Thank you for the offer, but no," Kay says carefully, "l have atherapy appointment in akilosec. Maybe
some other time."

"Goodbye then," says Linn. Vhoraisworking one-handed at the laces on the back of her gown as Kay
and | leave.

"Too bad about the therapy session,” | say, once we're through the first gate and round the first corner. |
hold my hand out, and she takesit. "l was hoping we could spend some time together."

Kay squeezes my hand. "What kind of therapy did you have in mind?"
"Y ou mean you—"
"Hush, silly. Of course | lied! Did you think | was going to share you with ponygirl back there?"

| turn and back her against the wall, and suddenly she's all around me, greedy hands grasping and
stroking and squeezing. Her mouth tastes of Kay and lunchtime spices, indescribable and exotic.

SOMETIME later we surface in a privacy bower in arestery neither of us knows, somewherein the
Green Maze, sweaty and naked and tired and elated. I've had sex with Kay in her private naked
orthobody before, but thisis different. She can do things with those four cunning hands that make me
scream with delightful anticipation, holding me on the razor-fine edge of orgasm for a timeless eternity.
| wish | could do something back to her, something similar. Maybe one day | will, if | get it together to
go xenomorphic myself. | don't usually regret being tied to my self-image so strongly, but Kay's giving
my inhibitions a good stretch.

Afterward, she rolls away from me, and | cradle her in my arms.

"They don't take couples," she says quietly.
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"You said | need to go."

"That'strue." She sounds tranquil about it. | don't know, | haven't asked—nbut is this ssmply an extended
fling?

"I don't have to go."

"If you'rein danger, I'd rather you were safe."

| cup her breast, one-handed. She shivers.

"I'd rather | was safe, too. But with you."

"We'd bein different bodies," she murmurs. "We probably wouldn't even recognize each other."
"Would you be al right like that?" | ask anxioudly. "If you're shy—"

"I can pretend it's an extended disguise. I've done it before, remember.”

Oh. "We'd havetolie" It dlips out without my willing it.

"Why?' she asks. "We aren't actually a couple'—my heart skips a beat—"not yet."

"Are you mono? Or poly?' | ask.

"Both." Her nipple tightens under my fingertips. "It's easier to handle the emotional balance with just
one partner, though." | feel her back tense slightly. "Do you get jealous?"’

| have to think hard about it. "1 don't think so, but I'm not certain. | don't remember enough to be sure.
But . . . back there, when Linn invited us. | don't think | felt jealous then. Aslong as we're friends.”

"Good." She beginsto roll over toward me, then pushes herself up on all her arms and climbs across me
until she's on top, hanging there like the spider goddess of earthly delights. "Then we won't be lying,
exactly, if wetell them we aren't in along-term relationship. Promise you'll look me up when we get
inside? Or afterward, if you can't find me? Or if you end up not going inside after all?"

| stareinto her eyes from a distance of millimeters, seeing hunger and desire and insecurity mirrored
there. "Yes," | say, "l promise.”

The spider goddess approves, she descends to reward her mate, holding him spread-eagled with four
arms as she goes to work on him with her mouthparts and remaining limbs. While for his part, the male
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wondersif thisis going to be their last time together.
AS | make my solitary way home from our assignation, someone tries to murder me.

| still haven't taken a backup, despite what | told Piccolo-47. It seems a somewhat irrevocable step,
signifying my acceptance of my new state. Backing up your identity adds baggage, just as much as
memory excision shedsit. In my case, however, it seemsthat | really should take a backup as soon as |
get back to my room. It would probably hurt Kay if | were to die now and revert to the state | wasin
before we became involved, and not causing her pain has become important to me.

Maybe that'swhy | survive.

After we leave the restery we split up, with a shy wave and a glistening look for each other. Kay hasa
genuine therapy session to go to, and | am trying to hold myself to aroutine of reading and research that
demands | put in at least ten more kilosecs this diurn. We take our leave reluctantly, raw with new
sengibilities. I'm still not sure how | feel, and the thought of going into the experimental polity worries
me (will she recognize me? Will | recognize her? Will we care for each other in our assigned new forms
and point-scoring roles?), but still, we're both mature adults. We have independent livesto lead. We can
say goodbye if we want to.

| don't want company right now (apart from Kay's), so | tell my netlink to anonymize me as | head home
viathe graph of T-gates that connect the Green Maze. People reveal themselvesto my filtered optic
nerves as pillars of fog moving in stately silence, while my own identity isfiltered out of their sensory
input by their netlinks.

But not recognizing people is not the same as not knowing somebody is there, and you have to be able to
dodge passersby even if you can't tell who they are. About halfway home | realize that one of the
fogpillarsisfollowing me, usually a gate or two behind. How interesting, | tell myself asreflexes| didn't
know I had kick in. They're clearly aware that |'ve got anonymity switched on, and it seemsto be giving
them afalse sense of security. | tell my netlink to tag the fogpillar with a bright red stain and keep my
positional sense updated with it. Y ou can do this without breaking anonymity—it's one of the oldest
tricks in the track and trail book. | carry on, taking pains to give no hint that I've recognized my shadow.

Rather than retracing the route we took through the Green Maze, | head directly toward my apartment's
corridor. The fogpillar follows me, and | casually ease my left hand into the big hip pocket on my jacket,
feeling my way through the spongy manifold of T-gatesinside it until | find the right opening.

I'm walking along the nave of atarsin the temple of the skeletal giants when my tail makes its move.
There's nobody else about right now, which is probably why they pick this particular moment. They
lunge toward me, thinking | can't see them, but the tag my netlink has added to their fogpillar gives them
away—I've got a running range countdown in my left eye and as soon as they move, | cut the anonymity
filter, spin, and draw.
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He's a small, unremarkable-looking male—nut brown skin, black hair, narrow eyes, wiry build—and
he's wearing a totally unremarkable-looking kilt and vest; in fact the only remarkable thing about him is
his sword. It isn't adueling sword, it's a power-assisted microfilament wire, capable of slicing through
diamond armor asif it isn't there. It's completely invisible except for the red tracking bead that glows at
itstip, almost two meters from his right hand.

Too bad. | brace, squeeze the trigger for afraction of a second, then let go and try to blink away the
hideous purple afterimages. There's atremendously loud thunderclap, a vile stench of ozone and burned
meat, and my arms hurt. The sword handle goes skittering across the worn flagstones, and | hastily jump
out of the way—I don't want to lose afoot by accident—then | glance about, relying on my peripheral
vision to tell meif anyone elseis around.

"Scum!” | hissin the direction of Mr. Crispy. | feel curiously unmoved by what I've just done, although |
wish the afterimages would go away faster—you're supposed to use a blaster with flash-suppression
goggles, but | didn't have time to grab them. The blaster is a simple weapon, just asmall T-gate linked
(viaanother pair of T-gates acting as a valve) to an endpoint orbiting in the photosphere of a supergiant
star. It's messy, it's short-range, it'll take out anything short of full battle armor, and because it's basically
just a couple of wormholes tied together with superstring, it's impossible to jam. On the minus side my
ears areringing, | can already feel the skin on my face itching with fresh radiation burns, and | think |
melted a couple of the crypts. It's considered bad form for duelists to use blasters—or indeed anything
that isn't strictly hand-powered—uwhich is probably why he wasn't expecting it.

"Never bring aknifeto agun fight," | tell Mr. Crispy as | turn away from him. His right arm thinks
about it for amoment, then falls off.

The rest of my journey home is uneventful, but I'm shaking, and my teeth are chattering with the
aftershock by the time | get there. | shut the door and tell it to fuse with the walls, then drop into the
single chair that sits in the middle of my room when the bed isn't extended. Did he know | hadn't
recorded a backup? Did he realize my older self wouldn't have erased all my defensive reflexes, or that
I'd know where to get hold of a blaster in the Invisible Republic? I've no idea. What | do know is
someone just tried to kill me by stealth and without witnesses or the usual after-duel resurrection, which
suggests that they want me offline while they find and tinker with my backups. Which makes it
attempted identity theft, a crime against the individual that most polities rate as several degrees worse
than murder.

There's no avoiding it now. I'm going to have to take a backup—and then I'm going to have to seek
sanctuary inside the Y ourdon experiment. As an isolated polity, disconnected from the manifold while
the research project runs, it should be about as safe as anywhere can be. Just as long as none of my
stalkersaresigned up foriit.. . .

3
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Nuclear

TAKING abackup is very easy—it's dealing with the aftereffects that's hard.

Y ou need to find an A-gate with backup capability (which just means that it has a booth big enough to
hold a human body and isn't specifically configured for special applications, like amilitary gate). There's
onein every rehab apartment, used for making copies of furnishings and preparing dinner aswell as
deconstructing folks right down to the atomic level, mapping them, and reassembling them again. To
make a backup snapshot you just sit down in the thing and tell your netlink to back you up. It's not
instantaneous (it works by brute-force nanoscale disassembly, not wormhole magic), but you won't
notice the possibly disturbing sensation of being buried in blue factory goop, eaten, digitized, and put
back together again because your netlink will switch you off as soon asit starts to upload your neural
state vector into the gate's buffer.

I'm nervous about the time gap. | don't like the idea of being offline for any length of time while an
unknown party istrying to hijack my identity. On the other hand, not to make a backup, complete with
my current suspicions, would be foolhardy—if they succeed in nailing me, | want my next copy to know
exactly what the scoreis. (And to know about Kay.) Therereally isn't any way around it, so | take
precautions. Before | get into the booth, | use the A-gate to run up some innocuous items that can be
combined to make a very nasty booby trap. After installing it, | take a deep breath and stand still for
nearly a minute, facing the open door of the booth. Just to steady my nerves, you understand.

| get inside. "Back me up," | say. The booth extrudes a seat, and | sit down, then the door seals and
flashes up aWORKING sign. | just have time to see blue milky liquid swirling in through the vents at
floor level before everything goes gray and | feel extremely tired.

Now, about those aftereffects. What should happen is that after a blank period you wake up feeling
fuzzy-headed and a bit moist. The door opens, and you go and shower off the gel residue left by the gate.
Y ou've lost maybe athousand seconds, during which time a membrane studded with about a thousand
trillion robotic disassembly heads the size of large protein molecules has chewed through you one
nanometer at atime, stripping you down to molecular feedstock, recording your internal state vector,
and putting a fresh copy back together behind it asit scans down the tank. But you don't notice it
because you're brain-dead for the duration, and when the door to the A-gate reopens, you can just pick
up your life where you left it before the backup. Y ou naturally feel a bit vague when you come up again,
but it's still you. Y our body is—

Wrong.

| try to stand up too fast, and my knees both give way under me. | slump against the wall of the booth,
feeling dizzy, and as | hit thewall | realize I'mtoo short. I'm still at the stage of feeling rather than
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thinking. The next thing | know I'm sitting down again and the booth is uncomfortably narrow because
my hips are too wide and I'm too short in the trunk as well. There's something else, too. My arms feel —
odd, not wrong, just different. I lift ahand and put it in my lap, and my thighs fedl too big, and then
there's something else. Oh, | realize, sliding my hand between my legs, I'm not male. No, I'mfemale. |
raise my other hand, explore my chest. Female and orthohuman.

Thisinitself isno big deal. I've been afemale orthohuman before; I'm not sure when or for how long,
and it's not my favorite body plan, but | can live with it for the time being. What makes me freak and
stand upagain, so suddenly | get black spotsin my visual field and nearly fall over, isthe corollary.
Someone tampered with my backup! And then the double take: | am the backup. Somewhere a different
version of me has died.

"Shit," | say aloud, leaning against the frosted door of the cubicle. My voice sounds oddly unfamiliar, an
octave higher and warmer. "And more shit."

| can't stay in here forever, but whatever I'm going to find out when | open the door can't be good.
Steeling myself against a growing sense of dread, | hit the door latch. It's about then that | realize I'm not
wearing anything. That's no surprise—my manifold jacket was made from T-gates, and T-gates are one
of the things that an A-gate can't fabricate—but my leggings have gone, too, and they were ordinary
fabric. I've been well and truly hacked, | realize with a growing sense of dread. The door slides open,
admitting agust of air that feels chilly against my damp skin. | blink and glance around. It looks like my
apartment, but there's a blank white tablet on the low desk beside the chair, the booby trap has gone, and
the door is back in thewall. When | examineit | seethat it's the wrong color, and the chair isn't the one |
ran up on the apartment gete.

| look at the tablet. The top surface says, in flashing red letters, READ ME NOW.

“Later." | glance at the door, shudder, then go into the bathroom. Whoever's got meis clearly not in any
hurry, so I might as well take my time and get my head together before | confront them.

The bathrooms in the rehab suites are interchangeable, white ceramic eggs with water and air jets and
directionless lighting that can track you wherever you go and drainage ducts and foldaway appliances
that livein thewalls. | dial the shower up to hot and high and stand under it, shivering with fear, until
my skin feels raw and clean.

I've been hacked, and there's nothing | can do about it except jump through whatever hoops they've laid
out for me and hope they kill me cleanly at the end or let me go. Resistance, asthey say, isfutile. If
they've hacked my backup so deeply that they can force a new body plan on me, then they can do
anything they want. Mess with my head, run multiple copies of me, access my private keys, even make a
zombie body and use it to do whatever they want it to do while masquerading as me. If they can wake
me up in the A-gate of another rehab apartment, then they've trapped my state vector. | could run away a
thousand times, be tortured to death a hundredfold—and 1'd still wake up back in that booth, a prisoner
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once more.
|dentity theft isan ugly crime.

Before | leave the bathroom, | take a good look at my new body in the mirror. After al, | haven't seen it
before, and I've got a nasty feeling it'll tell me something about the expectations of my captors.

It turns out that I'm orthohuman and female all right, but not obtrusively so. | think I'm probably fifteen
centimeters shorter than | was, axisymmetrical, with good skin and hair. It's a pretty good-looking body,
but they haven't forced exaggerated sexual characteristics on me—I'm not adoll. I've got wide hips, a
narrow waist, breasts that are bigger than I'd have gone for, high cheekbones and full lips, skin that's
paler than | like. My new forehead is clear and high, above Western-style blue eyes with no fold—they
look oddly round and staring, amost kawaii—and brown hair that's currently plastered across my
shoulders. My shoulders? It's that long. Why do | have long hair? My fingernails and toenails are short. |
frown. It's oddly inconsistent. | stretch my arms up over my head and get a nasty shock. I'm weak—I've
got no upper-body musculature to speak of. | probably couldn't hold a saber at arm's length for half a
kilosec without dropping it.

So, in summary, I'm short and weak and unarmed, but cute if your sense of aesthetics centers on old-
fashioned body plans. "How reassuring,” | snarl at my reflection. Then | go back into the bedroom, sit
down, and look at the tablet. READ ME NOW, it says. "Read to me," | tell it, and the words morph into
new shapes:

Dear Participant

Thank you for consenting to take part in the Y ourdon-Fiore-Hanta experimental polity
project. (If you do not recall giving this consent, tap HERE to see the release form you
signed after your last backup.) We hope you will enjoy your stay in the polity. We have
prepared an orientation lecture for you. The next presentation will be conducted by Dr.
Fiorein 1294 seconds. To assist with maintaining the correct setting, please attend
wearing the historically authentic costume supplied (see carton under chair). There will be
a cheese and wine reception afterward at which you will be given a chance to meet your
fellowsin the current intake of participants.

| blink. Then | reread the tablet, frantically searching for alternate meanings. | didn't sign that! Did 1?
Lookslike | did—either that or I've been hacked, but my having signed the release is more likely. | tap
the link, and it's there in black and white and red, and the sixteen-digit number works when | feed the
fingerprint to my netlink. | signed a contract, and it says here I'm committed to living in Y FH-Polity
under an assumed identity, name of Reeve, for the next . . . hundred megaseconds? Three years? During
which time my civil rights will be limited by prior mutual agreement—not extending to my core sentient
rights, they're not allowed to torture or brainwash me—and | can't be discharged from my obligation
without the consent of the experimenters.
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| find myself hyperventilating, as | oscillate between weak-kneed relief that I'm not a victim of identity
theft and apprehension at the magnitude of what |'ve signed up for. They have the right to unilaterally
expel me (Well, that's all right, then, | just have to piss them off if | decide | want out), and they have the
right to dictate what body | can livein! It'saghastly picture, and in among the draconian provisions | see
that | also agreed to let them monitor my every action. Ubiquitous surveillance. I've just checked into a
dark ages panopticon theme hotel! What can possibly have possessed me to—oh. Buried in the small
print isarider titled "Compensatory Benefits."

Aha

Firstly, the Scholastium itself guarantees the experimenters against all indemnities and will back any
clams. So if they violate the limited rights they've granted me, | can sue them, and they've got nearly
infinitely deep pockets. Secondly, the remuneration is very satisfactory. | do a brief calculation and work
out that what they've promised to pay me for three Urth yearsin the rat run is probably enough to see me
in comfort for at least thrice that long once | get out.

| begin to calm down. | haven't been hacked; | did thisto myself of my own free will, and there are some
good sidesto the picture. My other self hasn't completely taken leave of his senses. It occurs to me that
it's going to be very hard for the bad guys, whoever they are, to get at me inside an experimental polity
that's only accessible viaasingle T-gate guarded by afirewall and the Scholastium's shock troops.

I'm supposed to act in character for the historical period we're pretending to live in, wearing a body that
doesn't resemble me, using an alias and a fake background identity, and not discussing the outside world
with anyone else in the study. That means any assassin who comes after me is going to start with huge
handicaps, like not knowing what | look like, not being allowed to ask, and not being able to take any
weapons along. If I'm lucky, the me who isn't in here will be able to take care of business within the next
hundred megs, and when | come out and we merge our deltas I'll be home free and rich. And if he
doesn't succeed, well, | can seeif they'll let me keep this assumed identity when | leave. . .

| pull the carton of clothes out from under the bed and wrinkle my nose. They don't smell bad or
anything, but they're a bit odd—historically accurate, the tablet said. There's a strange black tunic, very
plain, that leaves my arms and lower legs bare, and a black jacket to wear over it. For footwear there's a
pair of shiny black pumps, implying a strongish grav zone, but with weird, pointed toes and heels that
converge to a spike three or four centimeters long. The underwear is simple enough, but | take awhile to
figure out that the filmy gray hose go on my legs. Which, | notice, are hairless—in fact, I've got no hair
except on my head. So my body's ortho, but not undomesticated. | shake my head.

The weirdest thing of all isthat the fabric is dumb—too stupid to repel dirt or eat skin bacteria, much
less respond to style updates or carry on a conversation. And the costume comes with no pockets, not
even an inconspicuous T-gate concealed in the jacket lining. When did they invent them? | wonder. I'll
have to find an outfit with more brains later. | put everything on and check myself out in the bathroom
mirror. My hair is going to be a problem—I search the place, but al | can find isan elastic loop to pull it
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through. It'll have to do until | can cut it back to a sensible length.

Which |eaves me with nothing to do now but go see this orientation lecture and " cheese and wine
reception."” So | pick up my tablet, open the door, and go.

THERE'S awide but narrow room on the far side of the door. I've just come out of one of twelve doors
that open off three of the walls, which are painted flat white. The floor istiled in black and white squares
of marble. The fourth wall, opposite my door, is paneled in what | recognize after a moment as sheets of
wood—your actual dead trees, killed and sliced into planks—with two doors at either side that are
propped open. | guess that's where the lecture is due to be held, although why they can't do it in netspace
is beyond me. | walk over to the nearest open door, annoyed to discover that my shoes make a nasty
clacking sound with every step.

There are seven or eight other people already inside a big room, with several rows of uncomfortable-
looking chairs drawn up before a podium that stands before a white-painted wall. We—I've got to get
used to the idea that I'm avoluntary participant, even if | don't feel like one right now—are aroughly
even mix of orthohuman males and females, all in historical costume. The costume seemsto follow an
intricate set of rules about who's allowed to wear what garments, and everybody is wearing a surprising
amount of fabric, given that we're in a controlled hab. Those of uswho are female have been given one-
piece dresses or skirts that fall to the knee, in combination with tops that cover our upper halves. The
men are wearing matching jacket and trouser combinations over shirts with some sort of uncomfortable-
looking collar and scarf arrangement at the neck. Most of the clothing is black and white or gray and
white, and remarkably drab.

Apart from the archaic costume there are other anomalies—none of the males have long hair, and none
of the females have short hair, at least where | can seeit. A couple of headsturn as| walk in, but | don't
feel out of place, even with my long hair yanked back in a ponytail. I'm just another anonymous figurein
historic drag. "Is this the venue for the lecture?' | ask the nearest person, atall male—probably no taller
than | used to be, but | find myself looking up at him from my new low vantage—with black hair and a
neatly trimmed facial mane.

"I think so," he says slowly, and shrugs, then looks uncomfortable. Not surprising, as his outfit looks as
if it's strangling him slowly. "Did you just come through? | found a READ ME in my room after my last
backup—"

"Y eah, me, t0o," | say. | clutch the tablet under my arm and smile up a him. | can recognize nervous
chatter when | hear it and Big Guy looks every hit as uneasy as| feel. "Do you remember signing, or did
you do that after your backup, too?"

"I'm not the only one?' He looks relieved. "I wasin rehab," he says hastily. " Coming out of the crazy
patch you go through. Then | woke up here—"
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"Y eah, whatever." | nod, losing interest. "Me too. When isit starting?"

A door | hadn't noticed before opens in the white wall at the back and a plump male ortho walksin. This
one is wearing along white coat held shut with archaic button fasteners up the front, and he waddles as
he walks, like afat, self-satisfied amphibian. His hair is black and fallsin lank, greasy-looking locks on
either side of hisface, longer than that of any of the other males here. He walks to the podium and
makes a disgusting throat-clearing noise to get our attention.

"Welcome! I'm glad you agreed to come to our little introductory talk today. 1'd like to apologize for
requiring you to come in person, but because we're conducting this research project under rigorous
conditions of consistency, we felt we should stay within the functional parameters of the society we are
simulating. They'd do it thisway, with aface-to-face meeting, so . . . if you would al like to take seats?"

We take awhile to sort ourselves out. | end up in the front row, sitting between Big Guy and afemale
with freckled pale skin and coppery red hair, not unlike Linn, but wearing a cream blouse and a dark
gray jacket and skirt. It's not a style | can make any sense of—it's vertically unbalanced and, frankly, a
bit weird. But it's not that different from what they've given me to wear, so | suppose it must be
historically accurate. Have our aesthetics changed that much? | wonder.

The person on the podium gets started. "1 am Major-Doctor Fiore, and | worked with Colonel-Professor
Y ourdon on the design of the experimental protocol. I'm here to start by explaining to you what we're
trying to achieve, albeit—I hope you'll understand—Ieaving out anything that might prejudice your
behavior within the trial polity." He smilesasif he'sjust cracked a private joke.

"Thefirst dark ages." He throws out his chest and takes a deep breath when he's about to say something
he thinksis significant. "The first dark ages lasted about three gigaseconds, compared to the seven
gigaseconds of the censorship wars. But to put things in perspective, the first dark ages neatly spanned
the first half of the Acceleration, the so-called late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuriesin the
chronology of the time. If we follow the historical record forward from the pretechnological erainto the
first dark age, we find we're watching humans who lived like technologically assisted monkeys—very
smart primates with complex mechanical tools, but basically unchanged since the species first emerged.
Then when we ook at the people who emerged from the first dark age, we find ourselves watching
people not unlike ourselves, as we live in the modern era, the ‘age of emotional machines' as one dark
age shaman named it. There'sa gap in the historical record, which jumps straight from carbon ink on
macerated wood pulp to memory diamond accessible via early but recognizable versions of the
intentionality protocols. Somewhere in that gap is buried the origin of the posthuman state.”

Big Guy mutters something under his breath. It takes me a moment to decode it: What a pompous oaf. |
stifle atitter of amusement because it's no laughing matter. This pompous oaf holds my futurein his
hands for the next tenth of a gigasec. | want to catch his next words.

"We know why the dark age happened,” Fiore continues. "Our ancestors allowed their storage and

file:///K |[/eMule/Incoming/Stross,%20Charl es%620-%20G| asshouse%620(v1.0)%620[ html] .html (35 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:53



Glasshouse

processing architectures to proliferate uncontrollably, and they tended to throw away old technol ogies
instead of virtualizing them. For reasons of commercial advantage, some of their largest entities
deliberately created incompatible information formats and locked up huge quantities of useful material
in them, so that when new architectures replaced old, the data became inaccessible.

"This particularly affected our records of personal and household activities during the latter half of the
dark age. Early on, for example, we have alot of film data captured by amateurs and home enthusi asts.
They used athing called a cine camera, which captured images on a photochemica medium. Y ou could
actually decode it with your eyeball. But athird of the way into the dark age, they switched to using
magnetic storage tape, which degrades rapidly, then to digital storage, which was even worse because
for no obvious reason they encrypted everything. The same sort of thing happened to their audio
recordings, and to text. Ironically, we know alot more about their culture around the beginning of the
dark age, around old-style year 1950, than about the end of the dark age, around 2040."

Fiore stops. Behind me a couple of quiet conversations have broken out. He seems mildly annoyed,
probably because people aren't hanging on his every word. Me, I'm fascinated—>but | used to be an
historian, too, albeit studying avery different area.

"Will you let me continue?' Fiore asks pointedly, glaring at afemale in the row behind me.
"Only if you tell uswhat this has got to do with us," she says cheekily.

“I'll—" Fiore stops. Again, he takes a deep breath and throws his shoulders back. "Y ou're going to be
living in the dark ages, in asimulated Euromerican cultura like those that existed in the period 1950—
2040," he snaps. "I'm trying to tell you that thisis our best reconstruction of the environment from
available sources. Thisis asociological and psychological immersion experiment, which means we'll be
watching how you interact with each other. Y ou get points for staying in character, which means
obeying the society's ground rules, and you lose points for breaking role." | sit up. "Y our individual
score affects the group, which means everyone. Y our cohort—all ten of you, one of the twenty groups
we're introducing to this section of the polity over the next five megs—will meet once aweek, on
Sundays, in a parish center called the Church of the Nazarene, where you can discuss whatever you've
learned. To make the simulation work better, there are alot of nonplayer characters, zombies run by the
Gamesmaster, and for much of the time you'll be interacting with these rather than with other
experimental subjects. Everything's laid out in a collection of hab segments linked by gates so they feel
like a single geographical continuum, just like atraditional planetary surface."

He cams down alittle. "Questions?"

"What are the society's ground rules?' asks a male with dark skin in alight suit from the back row. He
sounds puzzled.

"You'll find out. They're largely imposed through environmental constraints. If you need to be told, welll
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tell you viayour netlink or one of the zombies." Fiore sounds even more smug.

"What are we meant to do here?" asks the redhead in the seat beside me. She sounds alert if alittle
vague. "l mean, apart from ‘obey therules." A hundred megsisalong time, isn't it?"

"Obey therules." Fiore smilestightly. "The society you're going to be living in was formal and highly
ritualized, with much attention paid to individual relationships and status often determined by random
genetic chance. The core element in this society is something called the nuclear family. It'sa
heteromorphic structure based on amale and afemale living in close quarters, usually with one of them
engaging in semi-ritualized labor to raise currency and the other preoccupied with social and domestic
chores and child rearing. Y ou're expected to fit in, although child rearing is obviously optional. We're
interested in studying the stability of such relationships. Y ou'll find your tablets contain copies of several
books that survived the dark ages.”

"Okay, so we form these, uh, nuclear families," calls afemale from the back row. "What else do we need
to know?"

Fiore shrugs. "Nothing now. Except"—a thought strikes him—"you'll be living with dark ages medical
constraints. Remember that! An accident can kill you. Worsg, it can leave you damaged: Y ou won't have
access to assemblers during the experiment. Y ou really don't want to try modifying your bodies, either;
the medical technology that existsis quite authentically primitive. Nor will you have access to your
netlinks from now on." | try to probe mine, but there's nothing there. For a panicky moment | wonder if
I've gone deaf, then | realize, He's telling the truth! There's no network here. "Y our netlinks will
communicate social scoring metricsto you, and nothing else. There is a primitive conversational
internetwork between wired terminals here, but you aren't expected to useit.

"We've laid on a buffet outside this room. | suggest you get to know each other, then each pick a partner
and go through that door"—he points to a door at the other side of the white wall—"which will gate you
to your primary residence for in-processing. Remember to take your slates so you can read the quickstart
guide to dark ages society." He looks around the room briefly. "If there are no more questions, I'll be

going."

A hand or two goes up at the back, but before anyone can call out, he turns and dives through the door
he camein. | look at Redhead.

"Huh, | guess that's ustold,” she says. "What how?"
| glance at Big Guy. "What do you think?"
He stands up. "l think we ought to do like he said and eat," he says slowly. "And talk. I'm Sam. What are

you called?"
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"I'm R-Reeve," | say, stumbling over the name the tablet said | should use. "And you," | add glancing at
redhead, "are...?"

"You can cal me Alice." She stands up. "Come on. Let's see who elseis here and get to know them."

OUTSIDE the lecture theatre there are two long tables heaped with plates of cold finger food, fruit and
"cheese"—strong-smelling curds fermented from something | can't identify—and glasses of wine. Five
of usaremale and five of us are female, and we partition into two loose clumps at either table, at
opposite sides of the room. Besides Alice the redhead there's Angel (dark skin and frizzy hair), Jen
(roundish face, pale blond hair, even curvier than | am), and Cass (straight black hair, coffee-colored
skin, serious eyes). We're al looking alittle uncomfortable, moving in jerks and tics, twitchy in our new
bodies and ugly clothes. The males are Sam (whom | met), Chris (the dark-skinned male from the back
row), El, Fer, and Mick. | try to tell them apart by the color of their suits and neckcloths, but it's hard
work, and the short hair gives them all amechanical, almost insectile, similarity. It must have been a
very conformist age, | think.

"S0." Alicelooks round at our little group and smiles, then picks a cube of yellowish ‘cheese' from her
woodpulp plate and chews it thoughtfully. "What are we going to do?"

Angel produces her tablet from alittle bag that she hangs over her arm. If | had one, | didn't notice it,
and | kick myself mentally for not thinking of improvising something like that. "There'sareading list
here," she says, carefully tapping through it. | watch over her shoulder as scrolls dissolve into facsimile
pages from ancient manuscripts. " There's that odd word again. What's a‘ wife'?"

"I think | know that one," says Cass. "The, uh, family thing. Where there were only two participants, and
they were morphologically locked, the female participant was called a‘wife' and the male was called a
“husband.’ It implies sexual relations, if it's anything like ice ghoul society."

"We aren't supposed to talk about the outside,” Jen says uncomfortably.

"But if we don't, we don't have any points of reference for what we're trying to understand and livein,
do we?' | say, fighting the urge to stare at Cass. Isthat you in there, Kay? It might just be a coincidence,
her knowing something about ice ghouls—there was a huge fad for them about two gigasecs ago, when
they were first discovered. Then again, the bad guys might have noticed Kay and sent a headhunter after
me, armed with whatever they can extract from her skull for bait . . .

"I want to know where they got these books,” | say. "L ook, all they've got is publication dates and rough
sales figures, so we'll know they were popular. But whether they're accurate indicators of the social
system in force is another matter.”

"Who cares?' Jen says abruptly. She picks up a glass and splashes straw-colored wine into it from a
glassjug. "I'm going to pick me a‘husband' and |eave the other details for later." She grins and empties
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her glass down her throat.

"What diurn?' Cass's brow furrows as she grapples with the tablet's primitive interface. It's the nearest
thing we've got to amanual, | realize. "Aha," she says. "We're on day five of the week, called
‘Thursday.' Weeks have seven days, and we are supposed to meet on day one, about two-fifty kilo—no,
three days—from now."

"So?' Jenrefills her glass.

Cass looks thoughtful. "So if we're supposed to mimic afamily, we probably ought to start by pairing off
and going to whatever dwelling they've assigned us. After adiurn or so of ploughing through these notes
and getting to know each other, we'll be better able to work out what we're supposed to be doing. Also, |

guess, we can see if the partnering arrangement is workable."

Jen wanders off toward the knot of males at the other side of the room, glassin hand. Angel fidgets with
her tablet, turning it over and over in her hands and looking uncertain. Alice eats another lump of

cheese. | feel quiteill watching her—the stuff tastes vile. "I'm not used to the idea of living together with
someone,” | say slowly.

“It's not so bad." Cass nods to herself. "But thisis a very abrupt and arbitrary way of starting it."

Alice rests a hand on her arm, reassuring. " The sexual relationship is only implicit,” she says. "If you
pick a husband and don't get on, I'm sure you can choose another at the Church meeting."”

"Perhaps." Cass pulls away and glances nervousdly at the group of males and one female, who is laughing
loudly as two of the males attempt to refill her glassfor her. "And perhaps not."

Alice looks dissatisfied. "1'm going to see what the party's about.” She turns and stalks over toward the
other group. That leaves me with Cass and Angel. Angedl is busily scrolling through text on her tablet,
looking distracted, and Cass just looks worried.

"Cheer up, it can't be that bad," | say automatically.
She shivers and hugs herself. "Can't it?" she asks.

"I don't think so." | pick my words carefully. "Thisis a controlled experiment. If you read the waivers,
you'll seethat we haven't relinquished our basic rights. They have to intervene if things go badly wrong."

"Well, that's arelief," she says. | ook at her sharply.

"L ook, we need to pick a‘husband' each,” Angel points out. "Whoever's last won't get much of a choice,

file:///K |[/eMule/Incoming/Stross,%20Charl es%620-%20G| asshouse%620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (39 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:53



Glasshouse

and asit iswell be stuck with whomever the others have rejected. For whatever reason." She looks
between us, her expression guarded. "See you."

| stare at Cass. "What you said earlier, about the ice ghouls—"
"Forget it." She cuts me off with a chopping gesture. "Maybe Jen was right." She sounds downbeat.

"Did you know anyone else who was going into the experiment?' | ask suddenly, then wish | could
swallow my own tongue.

Cass frowns at me. "Obviously not, or they wouldn't have admitted me to the study." Then she looks
away, slowly and pointedly. | follow the direction of her gaze. There's an unobtrusive black hemisphere
hanging from the ceiling in one corner. She sets her shoulders. "We'd better socialize."

"If you're worried about the implications of pair-bonding, | don't see why we couldn't share an apartment
for acouple of diurns,” | offer, heart pounding and palms sticky. Are you really Kay, Cass? I'm amost
certain sheis, but she won't talk where we might be being monitored. And if | ask and she isn't, | risk
giving away my own identity to whoever's hunting me, if any of them have followed mein here.

"I don't think that would be allowed," she says guardedly. She makes a minute nod in my direction, then
jerks her chin toward the others, who by now are making quite a buzz of conversation. "Shall we go and
see who they've fixed us up with?"

On the other side of the room it turns out that Jen has broken the ice by insisting that all the males
compete to demonstrate their merit, by pouring her adrink and presenting it to her elegantly. Needless to
say she's stinking drunk but giggly. She seems to have settled on Chris-from-the-back-row as her target
—he seems to be alittle embarrassed by her antics, | think, but he can't get away because Alice and
Angel have zeroed in on three of the others and are leaving him to Jen's clutches. Big Guy, Sam, is
standing stiffly with his back to the wall, looking almost as uneasy as Cass. | glance at Cass, who's
hanging back, then mentally shrug and approach Sam, bypassing Jen's raucous gaggle.

"Life of the party,” | say, tipping my head at Jen.

"Er, yes." He's holding an empty glass and swaying alittle. Maybe his feet are sore. It's hard to read his
expression—the black mane of fur around his mouth obscures the muscles there—but he doesn't [ook
happy. In fact, if the floor opens up beneath his feet and swallows him, he'll probably smile with relief.

"Listen." | touch hisarm. As expected, he tenses. "Just come over here with me for amoment, please?’

He permits meto lead him away from the swarm of orthos trying to vector through the social asteroid
belt.
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"What do you make of this setup?' | ask quietly.
"It makes me nervous." His eyes glance between my face and the doors. Figures.

"Well, it makes me nervous, too. And Cass." | nod at the bunch across the room. "And, | think, even
H].ll

“I've read part of the backgrounder." He shakes his head. "It's not what | expected. Neither was this—"

"Well." My lips have gone dry. | take asip from my glass and look at Sam, calculating. He's bigger than
| am. I'm physically weak (and wait until | get my hands on the joker who set that parameter up), but
unless I'm misreading him badly he's well socialized. "We might as well make the best of things. We're
expected to go set up ajoint apartment with someone who is adifferent gender. Then we get settled in,
read the briefings, do whatever they tell usto do, and go to the Church on Sunday to see how everyone
elseisdoing. Do you think you can do that if you treat it as a vocational task?"

Sam puts his empty glass down on the table with fastidious precision and pulls out his tablet. "I could,
but it says here that the ‘ nuclear family' wasn't just an economic arrangement, there's sex involved, too."
He pauses for amoment. "I'm not good at intimacy. Especially with strangers.”

Is that why you're so tense? "That's not necessarily a problem.” | take another sip of wine. "Listen"—I
end up glancing at the camera dome (thank you, Cass)—"1'm sure none of these arrangements are going
to end up permanent. We'll get a chance to sort out any mistakes at the meeting on First—uh, Sunday?
Meanwhile"—I look up at him—"1 don't mind your preference. We don't have to have sex unless we
both want to. Is that okay by you?"

He looks down at me for awhile. "That might work," he says quietly.
| realize I've just picked a husband. | just hope he isn't one of the hunters. . .

What happens next is anticlimactic. Someone's probably been watching the group dynamics through that
surveillance lens, because after another few centisecs our tablets tinkle for attention. We're instructed to
go through the doorway at the back of the lecture theatre in pairs, at least two seconds apart. We're
aready in Y FH-Poality, in the administration subnet, beyond the longjump T-gate leading back to the
Invisible Republic. There's some kind of framework with a bundle of shortjump gates behind the next
door, ready to take usto our homes. So | take Sam's hand—it's enormous, but he holds mine limply, and
his skinisabit clammy—and | lead him over to the door. "Ready?' | ask.

He nods, looking unhappy. "Let's get this over with."

Sep. "Over with? It's going to take"'—step—"at least three years before it's over with!" And we're
standing in areally small room facing another door, surrounded by the most unimaginable clutter, and
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he lets go of my hand and turns around, and | say, "Isthisit?' Ending on a squeak.

4

éhopMng

REEVE and Sam Brown—not their, our, real names—are a middle-class couple circa 1990-2010, from
the middle of the dark ages. They are said to be "married," which means they live together and
notionally observe a mono relationship with formal approval from their polity's government and the
ideological/religious authorities. It isa publicly respectable role.

For purposes of the research project, the Browns are currently both unemployed but have sufficient
savings to live comfortably for a"month" or thereabouts while they put their feet down and seek work.
They have just moved into a suburban split-level house with its own garden—apparently a vestigial
agricultural installation maintained for aesthetic or traditional reasons—on aroad with full-grown trees
to either side separating them from other similar-looking houses. A "road" is an open-walled access
passage designed to facilitate ground transport by automobile and truck. (I think | have seen automobiles
somewhere, once, but what's a "truck"?) At this point the ssmulation breaks down, because athough this
environment is meant to mimic the appearance of a planetary surface, the "sky" is actually adisplay
surface about ten meters above our heads, and the "road" vanishes into tunnels which concea T-gate
entrances, two hundred metersin either direction. There are cultivated barriers of vegetation to stop us
walking into the walls. It's a pretty good simulation, considering that according to the tablet it's actually
contained in a bunch of habitat cylinders (which orbit in the debris belts of three or four brown dwarf
stars separated by a hundred trillion kilometers of vacuum), but it's not the real thing.

Our house. ..

| step out of the closet Sam and | materialized in and look around. The closet isin some kind of shed,
with arough ceramic-tiled floor and thin transparent wall panels (called "windows," according to Sam)
held in agrid of white plastic strips that curve overhead. There's stuff everywhere. Baskets with small
colorful plants hanging from the wall, a door—made of strips of wood, cunningly interlocking around a
transparent panel—and so on. There's some kind of rough carpetlike mat in front of the door, the
purpose of which isunclear. | push the door open, and what | see is even more confusing.

"I thought this was meant to be an apartment?' | say.

"They weren't good at privacy." Sam islooking around asif trying to identify artifacts that mean
something to him. "They had no anonymity in public. No T-gates either. So they used to keep all their
private space at home, in one structure. It's called a“house' or a‘building,' and it has lots of rooms. This
Isjust the vestibule."
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"If you say s0." | feel like an idiot. Inside the house itself | find myself in a passageway. There are doors
on three sides. | wander from room to room, gawping in disbelief.

The ancients had carpet. It's thick enough to deaden the annoying clack-clack of my shoes. The walls are
covered in some sort of fabric print, totally static but not unpleasant to look at. Windows in the front
room look out across a hump of land planted with colorful flowers, and at the back across an expanse of
close-cropped grass. Therooms are al full of furniture, chunky, heavy stuff, made of carved-up lumps
of wood and metal, and a bit of what | assume must be structural diamond. They were big on rectilinear
geometry, relegating curves to small objects and the odd obscure piece of dead-looking machinery.
There's one room at the back with alot of metal surfaces and what looks like an open-topped water tank
in it, and there are odd machines dotted over the cabinet tops. There's another small room under the
staircase with a recognizable but primitive-looking high-gee toilet init.

| prowl around the upstairs corridor, opening doors and trying to puzzle out the purpose of the roomsto
either side. They separate rooms by function, but most of them seem to have multiple uses. One of them
might be a bathroom, but it's too large and appears to be jammed—all the hygiene modules are extended
and frozen simultaneoudly, asif it's crashed. A couple of the rooms have sleegping platformsin them, and
other stuff, big wooden cabinets. | look in one, but there's nothing but a pole extending from one side to
the other with some kind of hooked carrier Slung over it.

It'sall very puzzling. | sit down on the bed and pull out my tablet just asit dings for attention. \What
now? | ask myself.

The tablet's sprouted a button and an arrow and it says, POINT AT OBJECT TO IDENTIFY.

Okay, so this must be the help system, | think. Relieved, | point it at the boxy cabinet and press the
button.

WARDROBE. Storage cabinet for clothes awaiting use. Note: used clothing can be
cleaned in the UTILITY ROOM in the basement by means of the WASHING MACHINE.
Asnew arrivals, you have only one set of clothes. Suggested task for tomorrow—go
downtown and buy new clothes.

My feet itch. | kick my shoes off impulsively, glad to be rid of those annoying heels. Then | shrug out of
the black pocketless jacket and stash it in the wardrobe, using the hook-and-arm affair dangling from the
bar. It looks lonely there, and | suddenly feel very odd. Everything here is overwhelmingly strange.
How's Samtaking it? | wonder, feeling concerned; he wasn't doing so well in the reception session, and
iIf thisisasweird for him asitisfor me. ..

| wait for my head to stop spinning before | go back downstairs. (A thought strikes me on theway. Am |
supposed to wear the same outfit inside my ‘house' as | do in public? These people have a marked public/
private split personality—they probably have different costumes for formal and informal events.) In the
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end, | leave the jacket but, atrifle regretfully, put the shoes back on.

| find Sam slumped in one corner of a huge sofain the living room, facing a chunky black box with a
curved lens that shows colorful but flat images. It's making alot of indistinct noise. "What isthat?" | ask
him, and he almost jumps out of his skin.

"It's called atelevision,” he says. "I am watching football."

"Uh-huh." | walk round the sofa and sit down halfway along it, close enough to reach out and take his
hand, but far enough away to maintain separation if both of us want to. | peer at the pictures. Some kind
of mecha—no, they're ortho males, right? In armor—are forming groups facing each other. They're color
coded. "Why are you watching this?' | ask. One of them throws something alarmingly like an assault
mine at the other group of orthos, who try to jump on it. Then they begin running and squabbling for
ownership of the mine. After a moment someone blows awhistle and there's aroaring noise that | realize
Is coming from the crowd watching the—ritual ? Competitive-self-execution? Game?—from rows of
seats behind them.

"It's supposed to be a popular entertainment.” Sam shakes his head. "I thought if | watched it I might
understand more—"

"What's the most important thing we can understand?' | ask, leaning toward him. "The experiment, or
how to liveinit?'

He sighs and picks up a black knobby rectangle, pointsit at the box, and waits for the picture to fade to
black. "Thetablet said | ought to try it," he admits.

"My tablet said we have to go and buy clothing tomorrow. We've only got what we're wearing, and
apparently it gets dirty and smelly really fast. We can't just throw it away and make more, we have to
buy it downtown." A thought strikes me. "What do we do when we get hungry?"

"There's akitchen." He nods at the doorway to the room with the appliances that puzzled me. "But if you
don't know how to use it, we can order ameal using the telephone. It's avoice-only network terminal.”

"What do you mean, if you don't know how?"' | ask him, raising an eyebrow.
"I'm just repeating what the tablet says." Sam sounds a little defensive.

"Here, give that to me." He passesit and | rapidly read what he's looking at. Domestic duties: the people
of the dark ages, when living together, apparently divided up work depending on gender. Males held
paid vocations; females were expected to clean and maintain the household, buy and prepare food, buy
clothing, clean the clothing, and operate domestic machinery while their male worked. "Thisis crap!" |

say.
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"Y ou think so?' He looks at me oddly.

"WEell, yeah. It's straight out of the most primitive nontech anthro cultures. No advanced society expects
half its workforce to stay home and divides labor on arbitrary lines. | don't know what their source for
thisrubbish is, but it's not plausible. If | had to guess, I'd say they've mistaken radical prescriptive
documentation for descriptive." | tap my finger on his slate. "I'd like to see some serious social
conditions surveys before | took this as fact. And in any event, we don't have to live that way, even if it's
how they direct the majority of the zombiesin the polity. Thisisjust ageneral guideline; every culture
has lots of outliers."

Sam looks thoughtful. " So you think they've got it wrong?"

"WEell, I'm not going to say that for certain until 1've reviewed their primary sources and tried to isolate
any bias, but there's no way I'm doing all the housework." | grin, to take some of the sting out of it.
"What were you saying about being able to request food using the ‘telephone'?"

DINNER isacircular, baked, bread-type thing called a pizza. There's cheese on it, but also tomato paste
and other stuff that makes it more palatable. It's hot and greasy and it comes to us via the shortjump gate
in the closet in the conservatory, rather than on a‘truck.' I'm a bit disappointed by this, but | guess the
truck can wait until tomorrow.

Sam unwinds after dinner. | take off my shoes and hose and convince him he'll feel better without his
jacket and the thing called a necktie—not that he needs much convincing. "I don't know why they wore
these," he complains.

"I'll do some research later.” We're still on the sofa, with open pizza boxes balanced on our |aps, eating
the greasy hot dlices of food with our fingers. "Sam, why did you volunteer for the experiment?’

"Why?' He looks panicky.

"You're shy, you're not good in social situations. They told us up front we'd haveto live in adark ages
society for atenth of agigasec with no way out. Didn't it strike you as not being a sensible thing to do?"

"That's avery personal question." He crosses his arms.
"Yes, itis." | stop talking and stare at him.
For amoment he looks so sad that | wish | could take the words back. "I had to get away," he mumbles.

"From what?" | put my box down and pad across the carpet to alarge wooden chest with drawers and
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compartments full of bottles of liquor. | take two glasses, open a bottle, sniff the contents—you can
never be sure until you try it—and pour. Then | carry them back over to the sofa and pass him one.

"When | came out of rehab." He stares at the television, which is peculiar because the machineis
switched off. Under his shoes he's wearing some sort of short, thick hose. His toes twitch uneasily. "Too
many people recognized me. | was afraid. It's my fault, | think, but they might have hurt meif I'd
stayed."

"Hurt you?' Sam is big and has thick hair and isn't very fast moving, and he seemsto be very gentle. I've
been thinking that maybe | lucked out with him—there's potential for abuse in this atomic relationship
thing, but he's so shy and retiring that | can't see him being a problem.

"I was abit crazy," he says. "Y ou know the dissociative psychopathic phase some people go through
after deep memory redaction? | was really bad. | kept forgetting to back up and | kept picking fights and
people kept having to kill mein self-defense. | made areal fool of myself. When | came out of it . . ." He
shakes his head. " Sometimes you just want to go and hide. Perhaps | hid too well."

| look at him sharply. | don't believe you, | decide. "We all make fools of ourselves from timeto time," |
say, trying to hang a reassuring message on the observation. "Here, try this." | raise my glass. "It saysit's
vodka."

"To forgetfulness." He raises his glass to me. "And tomorrow."

| wake up alone in a strange room, lying on a sleeping platform under a sack of fiber-stuffed fabric. For
afew panicky moments| can't remember where | am. My head's sore, and there's a gritty feeling in my
eyes: If thisislifein the dark ages, you can keep it. At least nobody's trying to kill me right now, | tell

myself, trying to come up with something to feel good about. | roll out of bed, stretch, and head for the
bathroom.

It's my fault for being so distracted. On my way back to my bedroom to get dressed | walk headfirst into
Sam. He's naked and bleary-eyed and looks half-asleep, and | sort of plaster myself across his chest.
"Oof," | say, right as he says, "Areyou al right?'

"I think s0." | push back from him afew centimeters and look up at his face. "I'm sorry. You?"
He looks worried. "We were going to buy clothes and, uh, stuff. Weren't we?"

| realize, momentarily unnerved, that we're both naked, he'staller than | am, and he's hairy all over.
"Yes, wewere," | say, watching him warily. All that hair: He'salot less gracile than I'd normally go for,
and then | realize he'slooking at me asif he's never seen me before.

It's atouchy moment, but then he shakes his head, breaking the tension: "Yes." Heyawns. "Can | go to
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the bathroom first?"

"Sure." | step aside and he shambles past me. | turn to watch him. | don't know how | feel about this,
about sharing a"house" with a stranger who is stronger and bigger than | am and who has a self-
confessed history of impulsive violent episodes. But . . . who am | to criticize? By the time I'd known
Kay thislong, we'd gone to awild orgy together and fucked each other raw, and if that isn't impulsive
behavior, | don't know . . . maybe Sam's right. Sex is an unpleasant complication here, especially before
we know what the rules are. If there are rules. Vague memories are trying to surface: I've got afeeling |
was involved with both males and females back before my excision. Possibly poly, possibly bi—I can't
guite remember. | shake my head, frustrated, and go back to my room to get into costume.

While I'm getting ready, | pick up my tablet. It tells meto look in the closet in the conservatory. | go
downstairs and find the conservatory is chilly—don't these people have proper life support?—and inside
the cupboard that held a T-gate yesterday there's now a blank wall and a couple of shelves. One of the
shelves holds a couple of small bags made of dumb fabric. They've got lots of pockets, and when | open
onel find it'sfull of rectangles of plastic with names and numbers on them. My tablet tells me that these
are "credit cards,”" and we can use them to obtain "cash" or to pay for goods and services. It seems crude
and clumsy, but | pick up the wallets all the same. I'm turning away from the door when my netlink
chimes.

"Huh?' | look round. As| glance at the walletsin my hand a bright blue cursor lights up over them, and
my netlink says, TWO POINTS. "What the—" | stop dead. My tablet chimes.

Tutorial: socia credits are awarded and rescinded for behavior that complies with or
violates public norms. Thisis an example. Your socia credits may also rise or fall
depending on your cohort's collective score. After termination of the simulation all
individuals will receive a payment bonus proportional to their score; the highest-scoring
cohort will receive afurther bonus of 100% on their final payment.
"Okay." | hurry back inside to give Sam his wallet.
Sam is coming downstairsas | go inside. "Here," | say, holding both the wallets out to him, "thisoneis
yours. Can you put these in a pocket for me until | buy one of those shoulder bags? I've got nowhere to
put mine."
"Sure." He takes my stuff. "Did you read the tutorial ?*
"| started to—I needed something to help me get to sleep. Let's. . . how do we get downtown?"
"I called ataxi. It'll be hereto pick us up in ashort while."

"Okay." I look him up and down. He's back in costume again. It still looks awkward. | can't help tapping
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my toes with impatience. "Clothing, first. For both of us. Where do we go? Do you know how the stuff
is sold?"

"There's something called a department store, the tutorial said to start there. We might run into some of
the others."

"Hmm." A thought strikes me. "I'm hungry. Think there'll be somewhere to eat?"
"Maybe."

Something large and yellow appears outside the door. "Isthat it?' | ask.

"Who knows?' He looks twitchy. "Let's go see.”

The yellow thing isataxi, akind of automobile you hire by the centisecond. There's a human operator
up front, and something like a padded bench seat in the rear. We get in, and Sam leans forward. "Can
you take us to the nearest department store?' he asks.

The operator nods. "Macy's. Downtown zone. That will be five dollars." He holds out a hand and |
notice that his skin is perfectly smooth and he has no fingernails. I's he one of the zombies? | wonder.
Sam hands over his"credit card" and the operator swipes it between hisfingers, then handsit back. Sam
sits back, then there's alurch, and we're moving. The taxi makes various loud noises, so that I'm afraid
it's about to suffer a systems malfunction—there's aloud rumbling from underneath and a persistent
whine up front—but we turn into the road and accelerate toward the tunnel. A moment of darkness, then
we're somewhere else, driving along a road between two short rows of gray-fronted buildings. The taxi
stops and the door next to Sam clicks open. "We have arrived at downtown," says the operator. "Please
disembark promptly."

Sam is frowning over his tablet, then straightens up. "Thisway," he says. Before | can ask why, he heads
off toward one of the nearest buildings, which has arow of doorsinit. | follow him.

Inside the store, | get lost fast. There's stuff everywhere, piled in heaps and stacked in storage bins, and
there are lots of people wandering about. The ones in the odd-looking uniforms are shop operators
who're supposed to help you find things and take your money. There are no assemblers and no
catalogues, so | suppose they can only sell the stuff they've got on display, which iswhy it's all over the
place. | ask one of the operators where | can find clothes, and she says, "on the third floor, maam."
There are moving staircases in a central high-ceilinged room, so | head for the third level and ook
around.

Clothes. Lots of clothes. More clothes than I've ever imagined in one place—and all of them made of
dumb fabric with no obvious way of finding what you want and getting it adjusted to the right size! How
did they ever figure out what they needed? It's a crazy system, just putting everything in the middle of a
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big house and letting visitors take their chances. There are some other people walking around and
fingering the merchandise, but when | approach them they turn out to be zombies, playing the part of
real people. None of the others are here yet. | guess we must be early.

| wander through aforest of racks hung with jackets until | catch a shop operator. "You," | say. "What
can | wear?"

She looks like an orthohuman female, wearing a blue skirt and jacket and those shoes with
uncomfortable heels, and she smiles at me robotically. "What items do you require?’ she asks.

"I need—" | stop. "l need underwear," | say. The stuff doesn't clean itself. "Enough for aweek. | need
some more pairs of hose"—since | tore the one on my left leg—"and another outfit identical to this one.
And another set of shoes." A thought strikes me. "Can | have a pair of pants?’

"Please wait." The shop operator freezes. "Please come thisway." She leads me to alectern near a
display of statues wearing flimsy long gowns, and another operator comes out of a door in the wall
carrying abundle of packages. "Hereisyour order. Pants, item not available in this department. Please
identify atemplate, and we will supply correctly sized garments.”

"Oh." | look around. "Can | choose anything here?"

|IY%.|I

| spend a couple of kiloseconds wandering the shop floor, looking for stuff to wear. They sell very few
pants here, and they ook damaged—made of a heavy blue fabric, ripped open at the knees. Eventually |
end up in another corner of the store where there's arack of trousers that ook all right, plain black ones
with no holesin them. "I want one of thesein my size," | say to the nearest operator, a male one.

"Item not available in female fitting," he says.
"Oh. Great." | scratch my head. "Can you alter it?'

"Item not available in female fitting," he repeats. My netlink bings. A red icon appears over the rack of
pants. SUMPTUARY VIOLATION.

"Hmm." So there are restrictions on what they'll sell to me? Thisis getting annoying. "Can you provide
onein my sizefitting? It's for amale exactly the same size as mysalf."

"Please wait." | wait, fidgeting impatiently. Eventually another male operator appears from an
inconspicuous door in the shop wall, carrying abundle. "Y our gift itemis here."
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"Uh-huh." | take the pants, suppress agrin, and think about these irritating shoes and how . . . "Take me
to the shoe department. | want apair of shoesin my sizefitting, for amale—"

When | pay using the "credit card,” | score a couple more social points: I've made five so far.

| catch up with Sam down in the furniture department about five kiloseconds later. We're both massively
overloaded with bags, but he's bought a portable container called a ‘ suitcase' and we shove most of our
purchases into it. I've bought a shoulder bag and a pair of ankle boots that have soft soles and don't
clatter when | walk—I shoved my old shoes into the bag, just in case | need them for some reason—and
I'm alot more comfortable walking around now. "Let's go find somewhere to eat,”" he suggests.

"Okay." There's an eatery on the other side of the road from Macy's, and it's not unlike areal one, except
that the food is delivered by human (no, zombie) attendants, and is supposed to be prepared by other
humans in the kitchen. Luckily, thisisasimulation, or I'd feel quiteill. For deep combat sweeps they
teach you how to synthesize food from biological waste or your dead comrades, but that's different. This
IS supposed to be civilization, of akind. We order from a menu printed on a sheet of white film, then sit
back to wait for our food. "How did your shopping go?' | ask Sam.

"Not too badly," he says guardedly. "l bought underwear. And some trousers and tops. My tablet says
there are alot of social conventions surrounding clothing. Stuff we can wear, stuff we can't wear, stuff
we must wear—it's areal mess."

"Tell meabout it." | tell him about my difficulty ordering trousers that didn't have holes in them.

"It says—" He pulls histablet out. "Ah, yes. Sumptuary conventions. It's not legally codified, but
trousers weren't allowed for females early in the dark ages, and skirts weren't allowed for males at all."
He frowns. "It also says the customs appear to have changed sometime around the middle of the period.”

"Y ou're going to stick by the book?" | ask him, as a zombie walks up and deposits a glass of pale yellow
liquid called beer next to each of our settings.

"WEell, they can alwaysfine us," he says, shrugging. "But | suppose you're right. We don't have to do
anything we're not comfortable with."

"Right." I hike my right leg up and put my foot on the table. "Look at this."
"It's aheavy boot."

"A boot from the males-only department. But they sized it for me when | told them it was a gift for a
male the same size asme."

"Oh?'
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| realize I'm showing the leg with the torn hose and put it back under the table. "We've got some
autonomy, however limited. Now we're in here, we can live however we want, can't we?"

Plates of food arrive—synthetic steaks, fake vegetables designed to ook asif they'd grown in a muddy
corner of awild biosphere, and cups of brightly colored condiments. For awhile | busy myself with my
plate. I'm really hungry, and the food is flavorsome, if abit basic. At least we're not going to starvein
here. | fill up quickly.

"I don't know if we can," Sam mumbles around a full mouth. "I mean, the points system—"

"Doesn't stop us doing anything," | interrupt, sliding my plate away. "All we have to do isto agree to
ignore it, and we can do whatever we want."

"| suppose so." He forks another piece of steak into his mouth.

"Anyway, we've got no idea what they take to be a violation of the system. | mean, what do | haveto do
to lose a point? Or to gain points? They haven't actually told us anything, they've just said ‘ obey the
rules and collect points.' " | stab my fork in his direction. "We've got these reference texts in our tablets,
all this stuff about how it's a genetically determinist society and there are all these silly customs, but |
don't see how that can affect us unlesswe let it. All societies have some degree of flexibility, but these
guys have just picked the first narrowly normative interpretation that came to hand. If you ask me,
they'rejust plain lazy."

"What will the others think?' he asks.

"What will they think?" | stare at him. "We're here for a hundred megs. Do you really think they'll put a
bonus payment at the end of the experiment ahead of, say, having to wear stupid pointy shoes that make
your feet hurt for three years?"

"It depends.”" Sam puts his knife down. "It all depends on how they balance the relative convenience of
making other people uncomfortable against their own future wealth." His expression is pensive. "The
protocol is. . . interesting."

"Okay." | stand up. "Let'stest it." | shrug out of my jacket and lay it over the back of my chair. A couple
of the dining zombies look round. "Hey, look at me!" | yell. | unzip my dress and drop it around my
ankles. Sam is startled. | watch hisface as | reach behind my back and unlatch my breast halter, drop it,
then step up onto my chair and push down my hose and G-string. "Look at me!" Sam looks up, and my
face feels hot as | see his expression—

Then there's ared flash that blots out my visual field, and aloud chime from my netlink, like the
decompression alert we al learn to fear before we can walk. MINUS TEN POINTS FOR PUBLIC
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NUDITY, saysthelink.

When my vision clears, | can see waitrons and the maitre d' rushing toward me holding up towels and
aprons, ready to do something, anything, to cover the horrible sight. Sam is still looking up at me, and
I'm not the only one who's blushing. | climb down off the chair and three or four male zombies, all
bigger than me, converge and between them pin my arms and carry me bodily into the back. | bite back
ascream offright: | can't move! But they take me straight to the females-only lavatory and simply shove
me through the door, on my own. A moment later, while I'm still trying to catch my breath, the door
whips open and someone throws my discarded clothes at me.

Minus ten points, causing a public nuisance, intones my netlink. Police have been summoned. Help
function advises you to correct your dress code infraction and leave,

Oh shit, shit . . . | scrabble around for amoment, pulling the dress over my head and then shrugging into
the jacket. Underwear can wait—I don't know what these "police" are, but they don't sound good. | pull
the door open and glance round the corner but there's nobody about, nothing but a short corridor with
doors back to the restaurant and one that says FIRE ESCAPE in green letters. | shove it open and find
myself standing in a narrow road with lots of wheeled containers. It stinks of decaying food. Shaking
dlightly, | walk to the end, then turn left, and left again.

Back on theroad | walk right into Sam. "Now will you take the protocol seriously?* he hissesin my ear.
"They nearly arrested me!"

"Arrested? What's that?"

"The police." He's breathing heavily. "They can take you away, lock you up. Detention, it's called.” He's
still flushed in the face and clearly concerned. "Y ou could have been hurt."

| shiver. "Let's go home."
“I'll call ataxi," he says grumpily. "Y ou've done enough damage for one day."

SAM has bought athing called a cell phone—a pocket-sized replacement for the blocky network
terminal wired into the wall. He keepsiit in a pocket. He speaksto it for awhile, and afew centslater a
taxi pulls up. We go home, and he stomps into the living room, leaving the suitcase in the front hall, and
turns on the television. | tiptoe around for awhile before looking in on him to find that he's engrossed in
the football, afaintly puzzled expression on his face.

| spend some time in my bedroom, reading from my own tablet. It's got lots of advice about how people
lived in the dark ages, none of which makes much sense—most of what they did sounds arbitrary and
silly when you strip it of the surrounding social context and the history that explains how their customs
developed. The way my experiment in the restaurant backfired still burns me (how can not wearing
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clothes be so harmful in any rational social context?), but after awhile | realize that | didn't get zapped
this morning when | went around the house naked. So | take off my new boots, then my dress, whichis
beginning to get a bit whiffy. | go downstairs and open the suitcase, take out my purchases, and carry
them up to my room. | stash them in the wardrobe, but there's enough space for ten times as much stuff,
which leaves me puzzled. But | don't feel like trying the new costumes on right now. In fact, | fedl like
shit. Sam isignoring me pointedly (a defensive reaction, | think), we're living in acrazy experiment that
doesn't make sense, and | won't even get achanceto find out if everyone else thinksit's mad until the
day after tomorrow.

I'm reading the tabl et's explanation of how vocations—excuse me, "work"—worked in dark ages
society, boggling dlightly, when a bell rings from the low table next to my bed. | look toward it and my
tablet flashes: ANSWER THE PHONE.

Oh. | didn't realize | had one. | fumble around for a while then find the chunky gadget on a cord that
you're supposed to hold to your face. "Yes?' | say.

"R-Reeve! Isthat you?"
"Cass? Kay?' | ask, blanking on names for a moment.

"Reeve! You've got to help me get out of here! He's crazy. If | stay here, I'm sure he's going to end up
hitting me again. | need somewhereto go." I've heard panic before, and thisisit. Cass (Kay? alittle
corner of meinsists) is desperate. But why?

"Where areyou?' | ask. "What's happening? Calm down and tell me everything."

"I need to get away from here," she insists again, her voice breaking. "He's crazy! He's read the manuals
and he's insisting he's going to get the completion bonus, and if he hasto, he's going to force me to do
everything by the book. He went out this morning, locking me in and taking my wallet—he's still got it—
and when he got back, he threatened to beat me up if | didn't prepare ameal for him. He says that for
maximum points the female must obey the male, and if | don't do what the guidelines say, he'll beat me
up—shit, he's coming."

Click.

I'm left holding the receiver, staring at the wall behind the bed in horror. | drop it and rush downstairs to
the living room. "Sam! We've got to do something!"

Sam looks up from histablet. "Do what?"

"It's K—Cass! She just phoned. She needs help. Her husband is crazy—he's taken away her wallet,
locked her indoors, and is threatening to beat her up if she doesn't obey him. We've got to do something!
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There's no way she can defend hersel f—"
Sam puts his tablet down. "Are you sure of this?' he asks quietly.

"Yes! That'swhat shetold me!" I'm just about jumping up and down, beside myself with fury. (If | ever
catch the joker who leeched all my upper body strength, | swear | am going to graft their head to atree
sloth and make them run an endurance race.) "We've got to do something!"”

"Likewhat?' he asks.

| deflate. "1'm not sure. She wants to get out. But—"
"Did you check our cumulative score?"

"My—no, | didn't. What's that got to do with it?"'
"Just do it," he says.

"Okay." What isour cohort's cumulative score? | ask my netlink. The result sets me back. "Hey, we're
doing well! Even after . . ." | falter.

"Well yes, if you look in the subtotals, you'll see that we get points, lots of them, for forming ‘ stable
normative relationships.' " His cheek twitches. "Like Cass and, who isit, Mick."

"But if he's hurting her—"

"Is hereally? All right, we take her word for it. But what can we do? If we break them up, we cost
everyone in our cohort a hundred points, just like that. Reeve, have you noticed the journal log?
Infractions are public. Everyone noticed your little—experiment—at lunchtime. It's all over their
journal, inred digits. Caused quite a stir. If you do something that costs the cohort a stable relationship,
some of them—not me, but the ones who will be obsessing with that termination bonus—will start to
hate you. And as you pointed out earlier, we're stuck here for the next hundred megs.”

"Shit. Shit!" | stare at him. "What about you?"
He looks up at me from his corner of the sofa, his face impassive. "What about me?'
"Would you hate me?* | ask, quietly.

He thinks for amoment. "No. No, | don't think so." Pause. "l wish you'd be alittle more discreet,
though. Lie low, think things through before you act, try to at least look as if you're planning on fitting
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in."
"Okay. So what should | be thinking? About Cass, | mean. If that scumbag is taking advantage of his
greater physical strength . . ."

"Reeve." He pauses again. "l agree in principle. But first we must know what we need to do. Can she
leave him of her own accord, without our help? If so, then she ought to—it's her choice. If not, what can
we do to help? We have to live with the consequences of our early mistakes for avery long time. Unless
Cassisin immediate danger, it would be best to try and get the entire cohort to take action, not go it
alone."

"But right now, we've got to stop him doing anything. Haven't we?"

| don't know what's come over me. | feel helpless, and | hateit. | should be able to go round to the
scumsucker's house and kick the door down and give him ataste of cold steel in his guts. Or failing that,
| ought to plan a cunning two-pronged assault that whisks the victim to safety while booby-trapping his
bathroom and putting itching powder in his bed. But I'm just spinning my wheels, venting and emoting
and unloading on Sam. My normal network of resources and capabilitiesis missing, and I'm letting the
environment dictate my responses. The environment is set up to inculcate this weird gender-
deterministic role play, soI'm . . . | shake my head.

"We don't want anyone to get the idea that hurting or imprisoning members of our cohort is a good way
to earn points,” Sam says thoughtfully. "Do you have any ideas about how to do that?"

| think for amoment. "Phone him," | say, before the idea is completely formed in my head. "Phone him
and . ..yeah." | look out at the garden. "Tell him we'll see him, and Cass, a Church, the day after
tomorrow. There's no need to be nasty,"” | realize. "It says we're supposed to dress up and look good in

Church. It's a custom thing. Tell him we could lose points if she doesn't look good. Collectively.” | turn
to Sam. "Think he'll get the message?"

"Unless he's very, very stupid." Sam nods, then stands up. "I'll call him right away." He pauses. "Reeve?"
"Yes?

"You'renot . .. you're making me nervous, smiling like that."

"Sorry." | think for amoment. "Sam?"

"Yes?

I'm silent for afew second while | try to work out how much | can safely tell him. After awhile | shrug
mentally and just say it. | don't think Sam is likely to be a cold-blooded assassin in the pay of whatever
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enemies my earlier self made. "I knew Cass. Outside the experiment before we, uh, before we
volunteered. If that turd-faced scum hurts her [—well, right now | can't punch his teeth so far down his
throat that he has to eat with his ass, but I'll think of something else to do. Something equivalent. And,
Sam?"

"Yes?

"I can be very creative when it's time to get violent."

5

Church

SAM picks up the phone and asks the Gatekeeper to connect him to Mick's household. | linger at the top
of the stairs and listen to him, down in the front hall. It sounds like he's trying not to lose his temper.
After a couple of cents, he puts the phone down hard and stomps back to the living room. | spend most
of the rest of the evening avoiding him, instead worrying myself into a black depression at the
possibility that | might have made things worse for Cass by getting Sam involved.

Points. Collective accountability. Stable couples. Peer pressure. My head's spinning. It's not that I'm
unused to the idea of daily life having rules—at least, in peacetime—but it somehow seems indecent for
them to make it so explicit. Societies cohere through tacit understanding, a nod and a wink and—very
occasionally—alookup in alegal database. I'm used to learning how things work as | go along and this
experience, a headfirst collision with afully formed set of rulesto live one's life by, has given me a big
shock.

| speculate that 1'd be able to handle things better if | weren't trapped in a frankly inadequate body. I'm
not normally conscious of my own size or strength, and I'm not interested in mesomorphic tinkering—
but then again, | would never consciously choose to make myself small and frail. I'm borderline

mal nourished, too. When | go to the bathroom and use the mirror, | can amost see my ribs under alayer
of subcutaneous fat. I'm not used to being awaif, and when | get my hands on whoever did thisto

me. . . Hah, but | won't be able to do anything to them, will I?"Assholes,” | mutter darkly, then head for
the kitchen to see if there are any high-protein options on offer.

Later on, | explore the basement. There are a bunch of machines down here that my tablet says are for
household maintenance. | puzzle over the clothes washing machine. There's something very crude and
mechanical about it, asif its shapeisrigidly fixed. It's not like areal machine, warm and protean and
accommodating to your needs. It'sjust alump of ceramic and metal. It doesn't even answer when | tell it
| need to clean my dress—it's really stupid.

Farther back in the basement there's something else, a bench with levers attached, for devel oping upper
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body muscle mass the hard way. I'm a bit skeptical, but the tablet says these people had to develop
muscul ature by repeatedly lifting weights and other exercises. | find the manual for the exercise machine
and after about a kilosecond | manage to reduce myself to a quivering, sweat-smeared jelly. It's like
some kind of psychological torture, alesson that rams home just how weak | am.

| stumble upstairs, shower, and collapse into an uneasy sleep, troubled by dreams of drowning and
visions of Kay reaching toward me with all her arms outstretched, begging for something | don't
understand. Not to mention faint echoes of something terrible, immigrants pushing and shoving under
the gun, begging and screaming to be allowed through the gates of Hel. | startle awake and lie shivering
in the darkness for half an hour. What's happening to me?

I'm trapped in another universe. It's true what they say: The past is another polity, but | don't think most
people mean it quite like this.

THE next morning, I'm in the kitchen trying to puzzle out the instructions for using the coffeemaker
when the phonerings. There'saterminal in the hall, so | go there to pick it up, wondering if something's
wrong. "Call for Sam," buzzes aflat voice. "Call for Sam."

| stare at the handset for a moment, then look up the stairs. "It's for you!" | yell.

"I'm coming." Sam takes the staircase two steps at atime. | pass him the handset. "Yes?' Helistensfor a
moment. "What is—I don't understand. Can you repeat that? Oh. Yes, yes, | will." Listening to a
conversation on one of these old telephones has an eerie feel. They exist in a strange space, a half-
duplex information realm devoid of privacy.

Sam continuesto listen, looking puzzled then annoyed as the instructions continue. Finally, he puts the
phone down. "Well!" He says emphatically.

"I'm trying to cook the coffee,” | tell him. "Come and tell me about it."
"They're sending ataxi. I've got half an * hour'—that's nearly two kilosecs, isn't it?>—to get ready."
"Who are ‘they'?' | ask. My stomach clenches with anxiety.

"I've been assigned atemporary job," says Sam. "They're picking me up for induction training. It'sto
show me how the labor system here works. | may be given adifferent job later."

"Huh." | turn back to the coffee machine so he won't see me frown. If that's the hydroxide tank, then this
must be the venturi nozzle . . . the disassembled metal bits don't make any more sense to me than they
did before | took it to pieces. "What am | supposed to do? Are they going to assign me alabor duty, too?’

"I don't think so." He pauses. "Y ou can ask for ajob, but they don't expect you to. This one, the manual

file:///K|/eM ul e/l ncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20Gl asshouse%620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (57 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

saysit's a starting point." He doesn't look too happy. "We get paid collectively," he adds after afew
seconds.

"What? Y ou mean they make you work, and | get half of it?"
"Yes."

| shake my head, then screw the machine back together. After abit | get to the point where it's making
gurgling whining noises and dribbling brown liquid. | stare at it, then wonder, Isn't it supposed to make a
cup first? Silly me, no assemblers! | hastily rummage through the cupboards until | find a couple of cups
and jam one under the nozzle. " Stupid, stupid,” | mutter, unsure whether I'm describing myself or the
long-dead designers of the machine.

A taxi shows up in due course, and Sam goes off to his work induction training. | wander around the
house for a bit, trying to figure out where everything is and what it does. The washing machine
apparently has physical switches you have to set to make it work. It runs on water, and you have to add
something called detergent to the clothes, a substitute for properly designed fabrics. After | read about
fabrics in the manual Designed for Living, | feel abit queasy and resolve to only wear artificial ones.
There's something deeply disturbing about wearing clothes made from dead animals. There's stuff called
"silk" that's basically bug vomit, and the idea of it makes my skin crawl.

After acouple of hours| get bored. The house is deeply uncommunicative (if thiswas areal polity, I'd
say it was autistic), and the entertainment resources are primitive, to say the least. | try the telephone,
thinking I'll call Cass and see how she's doing—at a guess, Mick will be undergoing work induction, too,
just like Sam—but the phone just makes that idiotic bleeping for a minute or so (I'm trying to adjust to
the strange time units the ancients used). Maybe she's asleep, or shopping. Or could she be dead? For a
moment | daydream randomly: After Sam's call, Mick hit her over the head with the handlebars from an
exercise machine and chopped her up in the basement. Or he strangled her while shewas asleep . . .

Why am | harboring these gruesome fantasies? Something is very wrong with me. | feel trapped, that's a
large part of it. I'm isolated here, stuck alone in a suburban house while my husband goes to his assigned
job. Which is all wrong because what's really going on is that there's an assassin or assassins looking for
me because of—because of what? Something that happened before my memory surgery—and I'm
isolated, stuck here floundering around in my ignorance.

| need to get out of here.

Ten minutes later I'm standing outside the conservatory, wearing my dress-code-violating boots and
trousers and with a bag over my shoulder containing my wallet and an extremely sharp knife | found in
the kitchen. It's absolutely pathetic, especially given the shape of my arm muscles (which feel asif I've
been whacking on them with a hammer), but it's the best | can do right now. With any luck, the
assassinswill be in the same situation, and I'll have time to prepare myself before they're ready to make
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their move.
Item number one on the checklist for the well-prepared fugitive: Know your escape routes.

| don't call ataxi. Instead, | walk to the side of the road and ook up and down it. The neighborhood is
peaceful, if abit peculiar. Huge deciduous plants grow to either side, and the vegetation gets wild and
out of control near the boundaries of the garden associated with our house. Hidden invertebrates make
creaking, grating noises like malfunctioning machinery. | try to remember the direction the taxi took us
in. That way. | turn left and walk along the side of the road, ready to jump out of the way if ataxi
appears suddenly.

There are other houses along the road. They're about the same size as mine, clumps of rectangular boxes
with glass-fronted openings in frames, sporting oddly tilted upper surfaces. They're painted a variety of
colors but look drab and faded, like dead husks shed by enormous land-going arthropods. There's no
sign of lifein any of them, and | guess they're probably just part of the scenery. I've got no idea where
Casslives, and | wish | did. | could go and visit her: For all | know she'sin the next house along from
me. But | don't know, and directory services are only one of the netlink-mediated facilities that are
missing here, and Sam is right about one thing—the ancients were incredibly territorial. If they can call
the public security forces and detain people simply for wearing the wrong clothes in public, what might
they do if | went into someone else's house?

A couple of hundred meters along the road, | come to arise in the ground. The road continues on the
level, descending into adeep trench, finally diving into adark tunnel in the hillside. Looking up the
sides | notice that something isn't quite right about the trees. Gotcha, | think. This must be the edge of a
hab module. | can just barely imagine what's right beneath my feet—complex machinery locked within a
skin of structural diamond, a cylinder kilometers long spinning in the void, orbiting in the icy darkness.
Emptiness for afew tens of millions of kilometers, then a brown dwarf star little bigger than a gas giant
planet, then tens of trillions of kilometers more to the nearest other star system. Scale isthe first enemy.

| walk into the tunnel and see a bend ahead, beyond which it gets very dark. Thisis disturbing—I didn't
notice it when | was in the back of the taxi, even though my attention was being grabbed by every weird
thing | saw. But if there'saT-gatein here. .. Well, there's only one way to find out. | keep my right
hand in contact with the tunnel wall asit curves round into darkness. | keep walking slowly ahead, and
after maybe fifty metersit begins to bend the other way. | pass another curve, then there's light from the
end of the tunnel, and I'm walking along aroad where the buildings to either side are distinctly different
in shape and size. There's asign ahead that reads: WELCOME TO THE VILLAGE. (A villageis asmall
community; a downtown isthe commercial area of avillage. At least, | think that's how it works.)

I've been doing my reading like a good citizen, and there are several places | need to go shopping,
starting with a hardware store. The thing is, it seems to me that because these people couldn't simply
order any design patterns they needed out of an assembler, they had to make things themselves from
more primitive components. This means "tools," and it's surprisingly easy to convert a good basic toolkit
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into an arsenal of field-expedient weapons. I'm probably safein here aslong as | don't disclose my
identity, but "probably" doesn't get you very far when the alternativeis lethal, and I'm already lying
awake at night worrying about it.

| spend about half an hour in the hardware store, during which time | discover that the operator zombies
aren't programmed to stop females buying axes, crowbars, spools of steel wire, arc-welding rigs,
subtractive volume renderers, or just about any other tool | can see. The kit | go for costs quite a bit and
is bulky and very heavy, but they say they'll deliver and install them in our "garage,” an externally
accessible sub-building that | haven't explored yet. | thank them and add some billets of metal feedstock
and some lengths of spring steel to the order.

Walking out of the store with a basic workshop on its way over to my house and an axe hiddenin a
workman's holster under my coat, | feel alot better about the outlook for the near-term future. It'sa
bright, warm morning: small feathery dinosaurs are issuing territorial calls from the deciduous plants
between the buildings, and for the first time since | arrived | am beginning to feel asif I'min control of
my own destiny.

Which iswhen | run into Jen and Angel, walking arm in arm along the sidewalk toward a rustic-looking
building with a sign above the door saying, YE OLDE COFFEE SHOPPE.

"Why, hello there!" Jen gushes, spreading her arms to drag me into an embrace, while Angel stands
back, smiling faintly. | yield to Jen's hug stiffly, hoping she won't feel the axe—but no such luck.
"What's that you're wearing? And what have you got under your coat?' she demands.

"I've just been to the hardware store," | explain, forcing myself to smile politely. "I was buying some
tools for Sam for the, the garden, and | didn't have room for them in my bag so I'm carrying them in the
shoulder pouch he asked meto get." Theliesflow easily the more | practice them. "How are you doing?

"Oh, we're doing really well!" Jen says expansively, letting go of me.
"We were just about to stop for a coffee,” says Angel. "Would you like to join us?

"Sure," | say. There doesn't seem to be any polite way to say no. Plus, | haven't had any human contact
except Sam for the past hundred kilosecs, and | wouldn't mind a chance to pick their brains. So | follow
them into Y e Olde Coffee Shoppe, and we sit down at a booth with shiny red vinyl seats and a bright
white polymer-topped table while the waitrons attend to our needs.

"So how are you settling in?* asks Angel. "We heard you had some trouble yesterday."

"Yes, darling." Jen smiles brilliantly as she nods. She's wearing a bright yellow dress and some kind of
hat that vaguely resembles a ballistic shuttlecraft. She's applied some kind of paint-powder to her face to
exaggerate the color of her lips (red) and eyelashes (black), and something she's used on her skin has | eft
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her smelling like an explosion in atopiary. "l hope you're not going to make a habit of it?'

"I'm sure she won't,” Angel chides her. "It'sjust a natural settling-in mistake. We can al expect to make
afew, can't we?' She glances sideways at the waitron: "A double chocolate iced latte made with fair-
trade beans and whipped cream, no sugar,” she snaps.

"I'll have the same," | manage to say just as Jen starts rambling about the contents of the price board
above the counter, changing her mind three times before she reaches the end of every sentence. | study
Angel while I'm about it. Angel is wearing ajacket-and-skirt combination—a"suit,” they call it, though
it doesn't look like the version permitted to males—and while it's darker and drabber than Jen's outfit,
she's got some shiny lumps of metal stuck to her earlobes. | can see it's meant to be jewelry, but it looks
painful. "What's that on your ears?" | ask.

"They're called earrings,” Angel tells me. "There's a salon up the road that'll pierce your ears, then you
can hang different pieces of jewelry from them. Once the hole heals," she adds, with a slight wince.
"They're still alittle sore."

"Hang on, that's not glued onto your skin or properly installed? They shoved it through your ear rather
than rebuilding your ear around it? And it's metal ?"

"Yes," she says, giving me an odd look. | don't know what to say to that, but luckily | don't have to
because Jen finishes ordering her cafe americano and turns back to focus on us.

"I'm so pleased we ran into you today, darling!" She leans toward me confidingly. "I've been doing some
research, and we're not the only cohort here—in fact, all six will be meeting at Church tomorrow, and
we wouldn't want anyone to let the side down."

“I'm sorry?' | ask, taken aback.

" She means, we need to keep up appearances,” Angel says, with another of those expressive looks that |
can't decode.

"] don't understand.”

A faint frown wrinkles the skin between Jen's eyebrows. "It's not just about yesterday," she emphasi zes.
"Everyone's entitled to their little mistakes. But it turns out that in addition to our points being averaged
within the cohort, each cohort in the parish gets to talk about what they've achieved in the preceding
week, and the other cohorts rate them on their behavior before voting to add or subtract bonus points.”

"It's an iterated prisoner's dilemma scenario, with collective liability," Angel cutsin, just as one of the
operator zombies twiddles a knob on a polished metal tank behind the bar that makes a noise like a
pressure leak. "Very elegant experimental design, if you ask me."
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"It'san—" Oh shit. | nod, guardedly, unsure how much I can reveal: "I think | see."

"Yes." Angel nods. "We're going to have to defend your behavior yesterday, and the other groups can
add points or subtract them depending on whether they think we deserve it and on whether they think
we'll hold agrudge when it's their turn in the ring."

"That's really devious!"

"Yes." Angel again.

Jen smiles. "Which iswhy, darling, you're not going to show up the side by violating the dress code, and
you'll be suitably remorseful about whatever the silly incident yesterday was about—no, | don't want to
know all the sordid details—and we'll do our bit by backing you up and trying to bury the whole matter
as deeply as we can under apile of every other cohort's sins. Won't we?' She glances at Angel. "We're
the new group, we can expect to be picked on. It's going to be bad enough with Cass, asit is."

"What's wrong with Cass?' | ask.

"She's not settling in," says Jen.

Angel looks as if she's about to open her mouth, but Jen waves her hand dismissively. "If you've been
getting any silly phone calls from her, just ignore them. She's only doing it to get attention, and she'll

stop soon enough.”

| stare at Jen. "She told me Mick's threatening to hurt her," | say. The zombie delivers the first of our
coffee cups.

"So?" Jen stares right back at me, and there's a cold core of steel behind her expression: "What business
of oursisit? What's between awife and her husband is private, aslong as it doesn't threaten to drag our
points down or get our whole cohort in trouble. Apart from the other thing, of course.”

"What other—"

Angel cutsin. "You get social points for fucking," she says, her voice self-consciously neutral. Again,
she gives me that odd look. "I thought you'd have figured it out by now."

"For sex?' | must sound faintly scandalized, or shocked or something, because Jen's face relaxesinto a
mask of amusement.

"Only with your husband, darling.” She sips her coffee and looks at me calculatingly. "That's something
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else we've noticed. | don't want to hurry you or anything, but . . ."

"Who | fuck isnone of your business,” | say flatly. My coffee arrives, but right now I'm not feeling
thirsty. My mouth tastes as dry and acrid asif I've just chewed half akilogram of raw caffeine. "I'll dress
up for the Church meeting and say I'll be good and do whatever else you want me to do in public. And
I'll try not to cost you any points. But." | tap the table in front of Jen's coffee cup, insultingly close. "You
will not, ever, tell me whom | may associate with or what | will do with my chosen associates. Or with
whom | have sex." The silence growsicicles. | take an unwisely large gulp of hot coffee and burn the
roof of my mouth. "Do | make myself clear?"

"Quite clear, darling." Jen's eyes glitter like splinters of frozen malice.

| make myself smile. "Now, shall we find something civilized to talk about while we drink our coffee
and eat our pastries?’

"I think that would be a good idea," says Angel. She looks slightly shaken. "After lunch, how about we
buy you something suitable to wear to Church?' She asks me. "Just in case. Meanwhile, | was
wondering if you've used your washing machine yet? It has some interesting features . . ." And she's off
into an exploration of techniques for gaining points in the women's world, generated by game theory and
policed by mutual scorefile surveillance.

BY the end of our lunch, | think I've got a handle on them. Angel means well but istoo calculatedly
fearful for her own good. She's afraid of stepping out of line, unwilling to jeopardize her score, and
worried about what people will think of her. This combination makes her an easy target for Jen, who is
flamboyant and aggressively extroverted on the outside, but uses it to conceal an insecure need for
approval, which leads her to bully people until they give it to her. She's as ruthless as anyone | can recall
meeting since my memory surgery, and |'ve met some hardcases around the clinic. The surgeon-
confessors tend to attract such. (What's even more disturbing isthat | have faint ghost-recollections of
knowing similar people before, but with no details attached. Who they were or what they meant to me
has sunk into the abyss where memories go when their owners no longer need them.)

The two of them, working by unspoken assent, appoint themselves as my personal shopping assi stants
for the afternoon. They're not crude about it, but they're very persistent and make no real attempt to
conceal their desire to modify my behavior along lines compatible with their enhanced scorefiles.

After coffee and cakes (for which Angel pays), they escort me to a series of establishments. In the first
of these | am subjected to the attentions of a hairstylist. Angel sits with me and chats interminably about
kitchen appliances while Jen goes off somewhere to do something of her own, and the zombie
immobilizes me and applies afearsome array of knives, combs, chemical reagents, and compact
machine tools to my head. Once | get out of the chair, | have to admit that my hair's different—it's still
long, but it's several shades lighter, and whenever | turn my head it moves like a solid lump of foamed
plastic.
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" Perhaps we should get you some clothing for tomorrow," Jen says, smiling broadly. It's phrased as a
suggestion, but the way she says it makesit an order. They lead me through a series of boutiques, where
| am induced to present my credit card. She insiststhat | try on the costume, and while I'm showing her
how it looks, Angel gets the store zombies to parcel up my stuff. | end up looking like one of them, the
ladies who lunch. "We're getting there," Jen says, something almost like approval on her face. "You
need a makeover, though."

"A what?'

They just laugh at me. Probably just as well; if they told mein advance, 1'd try to escape. And, as| keep
reminding myself (with an increasing sense of dread), I'll have nearly a hundred tendays—three years—
in which to regret any mistakes | make today.

THE lights are turning red and sinking toward the tunnel at the edge of the world when the taxi we're
crammed into stops outside my house, and the door opens. "Go on," says Angel, pushing my bag at me,
"goand surprise him. He'll have had along day and will need cheering up.” | realize she's using the
generic he—they don't care who heis, all they care about is the fact that he's my husband, and we can
earn them points.

"Okay, I'm going, I'm going," | say, harassed. | take the bag, and as | turn, something bites me on the
leg. "Hey!" | look round but the taxi is already pulling away. "Shit,” | mumble. My leg throbs. | reach
down and feel something lumpy stuck init. | pull it out. It's some sort of lozenge with a needle coming
out of one end. "Shit." | stumble up the path in the new shoes they insisted | buy—the heels are steeper
and less comfortable than the first pair—and in through the door. | dump the bags and head for the living
room, wherethe TV ison. Samislyingin front of it, hiseyes closed and histie loosened, and | feel a
stab of compassion for him. The injection point on my leg aches, a cold reminder.

"Sam. Wake up!" | shake his shoulder. "I need your help!"

"Whu—" He opens his eyes and looks at me. "Reeve?' His pupils dilate visibly. | probably smell weird
—Jen and Angel tried half the contents of a scent bar on me, for no reason | can fathom.

"Help." | sit down next to him and hike up my skirt to show him the mark on my thigh. "Look." | hold
up the ampoule where he can seeit. "They got me. What in seven shades of shit isthat stuff?' My crotch
isunnaturally sensitive and | feel dlightly dizzy, worryingly relaxed and unstressed in view of what's just
happened.

"It's—" He blinks. "I don't know. Who did thisto you?"

"Jen and Angel. They dropped me off from ataxi and | think Angel got me with thisthing as| left." |
lick my lips. I'm feeling distinctly odd. "What do you think? Poison?"
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"Maybe not," he says, staring at me. Then he picks up his tablet and pokes at it. "There," he says,
holding it for me. "Must be their idea of fun."

| thrust my hands between my thighs and clamp them together, my eyes blurring as | read. My crotch is
tingling. "It's a—huh!" Fury washes over me. "The bitches!"

Sam shakes his head. "I've had areally tiring day, but it sounds like you've had an exciting one. Coming
home dressed like a—and your friends, spiking you for sexual arousal." He raises an eyebrow. "Why did
they do that, do you suppose?' Sam can remain analytical and composed in the most trying situations. |
wish | had half his grace under pressure.

|—" | force myself to move my hands. "Bitches."

"What's going on, Reeve? Is the peer pressure really that compelling?' He sounds concerned,
sympathetic.

"Yes." | grit my teeth. He's sitting too close to me, but | don't want to risk moving. The drug is hitting
me hard in warm, tingly waves, and I'm afraid of leaving a damp patch on the sofa. "It's the social
points. We knew the points were shared with our cohort, but there are extra compulsion mechanisms we
didn't know about. Jen and Angel told me about them, but | didn't . . . shit. And then you can score
pointsfor . . . other activities."

"What other activities?' he asks gently.
"Use your imagination!" | gasp, and bolt for the bathroom.

SAM knocks on the bathroom door once, tentatively, as I'm lying in the bottom of the shower cubiclein
adaze of lust, letting waves of hot water sluice over me like atropical storm—Snce when do | know
what a tropical stormon Urth felt like?—and trying to feel clean. Part of me wantsto invite himin, but |
manage to bite my lip and stay silent. | guess | can cross Jen and Angel off my list of possible assassins,
but | find myself fantasizing in the shower, fantasizing about getting them alone and the myriad
revenges I'll take. | know these are just fantasies—you can't kill somebody more than once in this place,
and once you've killed them, they're out of reach—but something in me wants to make them hurt, and
not just because they've destroyed any chance of my ever having honest sex with this curiously
introverted, thoughtful, bear of a husband I've acquired. So | work my arms to exhaustion on the weight
machine down in the basement, then go to bed alone and uneasy.

Sunday dawns bright and hot. | reluctantly put on the dress Jen and Angel made me buy and go to meet
Sam downstairs. | have no pockets, don't know if I'm allowed to carry abag, and | feel very unsafe
without even a utility knife. Sam's wearing a black suit, white shirt, black tie.Very monochrome. He
looks solid, but going by hisface he feels as unsure of himself as| am. "Ready?' | ask.
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He nods. "I'll call the taxi."

The Parish Church is a big stone building some distance away from where we live. There's atower at
one end, as sharp and axisymmetrical as a relativistic impactor (if warships were made of stone and had
holes drilled in their dorsal end with huge parabolic chimes hanging inside). The bells are ringing
loudly, and the car park is filling with taxis and males and females dressed in period costume as we
arrive. | see afew faces | know, Jen's among them. But | find | don't recognize most of the people in the
crowd as we wait outside, and | hang on to Sam's arm for fear of losing him.

Internally, the Church contains of a single room, with a platform at one end and rows of benches carved
from dead trees facing it. There's an altar on the platform, with along naked blade lying atop it beside a
large gold chalice. Wefilein and sit down. As soft music plays, a procession walks up the aisle from the
rear of the building. There are three males, physically aged but not yet senescent, wearing distinctive
robes covered in metallic thread. They climb the platform and take up set positions. Then the one at the
front and right begins to speak, and | realize with a start that he's Mgjor-Doctor Fiore.

"Dear congregants, we are gathered here today to remember those who have gone before us. Frozen
faces carved in stone, the frozen faces of multitudes." He pauses, and everyone around us repeats his
words back to him, alow rumbling echo that seemsto go on and on forever.

Fiore continues to recite gibberish in portentous tones at an increasing pace. Every sentence or two he
stops, and the congregation repeats his words back to him. | hope it's gibberish—some of it is not only
baffling but vaguely menacing, references to being judged after our deaths, punishment for sins, rewards
for obedience. | glance sideways but quickly realize everybody else is watching him. | mouth the words
but feel deeply uneasy about it. Some folks seem to be getting worked up, shouting the responses.

Next, azombie in an acove strikes up aturgid melody on some sort of primitive music machine, and
Fioretells usto turn the paper books in front of usto a set page. People begin singing the words there,
and clapping in time, and they don't make any sense either. The name "Christian” featuresin it
repeatedly, but not in any context | understand. And the message of the sing-along is distinctly sinister,
all about submission and conformity and reward feedback loops. It'sasif |'ve got some sort of deep-
rooted reflex that refuses to let me absorb propaganda uncritically: | end up reading the book with a
frown on my face.

After half an hour or so, Fiore signals the zombie to stop playing. "Dearly beloved," he says, histone
unctuous and confiding. He leans forward on the lectern, searching our faces. "Dearly beloved." | add
my own sarcastic mental commentary to the proceedings—Too dear for you to afford, | footnote him.
"Today | would like you all to extend a warm welcome to our newest members, cohort six. We are a
loving Church, and it behooves us'—He actually used the word "behooves," he actually said that!—"to
gather them to our breast and welcome them fully into our family." He smiles ecstatically and clutches
the lectern asif a zombie catamite hidden behind it is sucking his cock. " Please welcome our newest
members, Chris, El, Sam, Fer, and Mick, and their wives Jen, Angel, Reeve, Alice, and Cass."
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Everyone around me—except Sam, who looks as confused as | feel—suddenly starts smacking their
hands together in front of them. It's some kind of welcoming ritual, | guess, and the noise is surprisingly
loud. Sam catches my eye and beginsto clap, tentatively, but then Fiore holds up a hand and everybody
stops.

"My children," he says, gazing down at us fondly, "our new brethren have only been here for three days.
In that time, they have had much to learn and see and do, and some of them have made mistakes. To err
Is human, and to forgiveis also human. It isoursto forgive and to pardon. To pardon, for example, Mrs.
Alice Sheldon of number six, for her difficulty with plumbing. Or to Mrs. Reeve Brown of number six,
for her unfortunate public display of nudity the other day. Or to—"

He's drowned out by laughter. | look round and see that suddenly people are laughing at me and
pointing. | feel arush of embarrassment and anger. How dare he do this? But it's intimidating, too.
There must be fifty people here, and some of them are staring asif they're trying to figure out what |
look like without any clothes on. If | was me, if | wasin my own self-selected body, I'd call him out on
the spot—Dbut I'm not. In the sick pit of my stomach | realize that they're never going to forget that I've
been singled out, and that this makes me atarget. After al, that's how peer pressure works, isn't it?
That's what thisis about. The experimenters can't expect to generate a workable dark ages society in just
three years by dumping a bunch of convalescents in orthohuman bodies into the polity and letting them
wander around. They need a social mechanism to make us require conformity of one other, and the best
way to do that isto provide a mechanism to make us punish our own deviants—

"—Or to forgive Cass, for her tendency to oversleep. Such as today, when she seems to have forgotten
to come to Church."

They're not looking at me anymore, but they're muttering, and there's a dark undercurrent of disapproval
at work. | catch Sam's eye, and he looks frightened. He reaches out sideways, and | grab his hand and
clingtoit asif I'm drowning.

"l urgeyou al to give your sympathies to Mick, her husband, who has to support such a slothful wife,
and to help her out when next you see her." And now | can follow everybody's gaze to Mick. He's short
and wiry and has a big, sharp nose and dark, brooding eyes. He looks angry and defensive, for good
reason. The bruising weight of a five-point infraction has left me feeling weak in the knees and
frightened, and now he's getting it as a proxy for hiswife's failure to get up in the morning—

Failureto get up inthe morning? | feel like yelling at Fiore: It's an excuse, idiot, an excuse for not being
seen in public!

Fiore moves on to discuss other people, other cohorts, stuff that's meaningless to me right now. My
netlink comes up, insisting | vote on whether to add or subtract points to each of the other cohorts, with
alist of sinsand achievements tallied against each name. | don't vote for any of them. In the end our own
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cohort gets dumped on unanimously by the voters of the five older ones. We all lose a couple of points,
signaled by the tolling of asullen iron bell hanging in an archway near the back of the Church. Fiore
signals the zombie to strike up the organ and leads us in another meaningless song, then it's the end of
the service. But | can't run away and hide just yet because the auto-da-fé is followed by a social
reception in honor of the new cohort, so we can smile brittle smiles and eat canapés under the magnolia
trees while they politely sneer at us.

There are tables laid out in the ornamental garden called a graveyard that backs onto the Church. They're
covered with white cloths and stacked with glasses of wine. We're led outside and left to fend for
ourselves. Taxis don't run on Sunday during Church services. | find myself standing stiffly with my back
as close to the churchyard wall as | can get, clutching a wineglass with one hand and Sam with the other.
My shoes are pinching, and my face feels set in a permanent grimace.

"Reevel And Sam!" It's Jen, dragging along Angel and their husbands, Chris and El, in her undertow.
She looks alittle less ebullient than she was yesterday, and | can guess why.

"We didn't do so well," El grunts. He spares me alingering glance that hits me like a punch in the guts.
It'sreally creepy. | know exactly what he's thinking, just not why he's thinking it. Isit because he thinks
| cost him his points or because he's trying to imagine me with no clothes on?

"We could have done worse," says Jen, her words clipped and harsh-sounding. She's strangling her
handbag in a death grip.

"On the outside." | take a deep breath. "I'd challenge Fiore if he made a crack like that at me in public."

"But you're not on the outside, darling,” Jen points out. She smiles at Sam. "Is she like this at home, or
only when she's got an audience?'

| am close, very close, to throwing the contents of my wineglass in her face and demanding satisfaction
just to seeif she'll crack, but my butterfly mind sees a distraction sneaking furtively past behind her—it's
Mick. So instead of doing something stupid I do something downright foolhardy and march right over to
him.

"Hello, Mick," | say brightly.

He jumps and glares at me. He's tense, wound up like a spring, positively fizzing. "Y es? What do you
want?' he demands.

"Oh, nothing." | smile and inspect his face. "l just wanted to sympathize with you, having awife who
doesn't get up in the morning for Church. That's downright inconvenient. Will | see her here next week?"

"Yes," he grates. He's holding his hands stiffly by his sides, and they're clenched into fists.
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"Oh, good! How marvelous. Listen, you don't mind me visiting to see her this afternoon, do you? We've
got alot to talk about, and | thought she'd—"

"No." Heglares at me. "Y ou're not seeing the bitch. Not today, o—whenever. Go away. Whore."

I'm not sure what the word means, but | get the general picture. "Okay, I'm going," | say tensely. If I'd
had a few more days with the bench press and the weights, things might be difficult: But not right now.
Not yet.

| turn and walk back over to Sam. He doesn't say anything when | lean against him, which isjust as well
because | don't trust myself to be tactful, especially not while we'rein public, and | can't escape. My
heart's pounding, and | feel sick with suppressed anger and shame. Cassis being treated as a virtual
prisoner by her husband. I'm being publicly ridiculed and making enemies just for trying to maintain my
sense of identity. Thiswhole polity isrigged to try to make us betray our friends. . . but somewhere out
there, people are looking for me with murder in mind. And if | don't keep alow profile, sooner or later
they'll find me.

6

Sword

AFTER Church we go home. Sam doesn't have to work on Sunday, so he watches television. | go and
explore the garage. It's aflimsy structure off to one side of the house, with abig pair of doorsin front.
There's aworkbench, and the hardware shop zombies have aready installed all the stuff | bought
yesterday. | spend awhile tinkering with the drill press and reading the manual for the arc-welding
apparatus. Then | go and work out on the exercise device in the basement, grimly pretending that it's a
torture machine for transferring physical stress to the bones of a human victim and that Jen's on the
receiving end of it. After I've squished her into a bloody lump the size of a shopping bag, | feel drained
but happier and ready to tackle difficult tasks. So | go looking for Sam.

He'sin the living room, staring blankly at the TV screen with the volume turned off. | sit down next to
him, and he barely notices. "What's wrong?' | ask.

"I'm—" He shakes his head, mute and miserable.
| reach for his hand but he pullsit away. "Isit me?" | ask.

"No."
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| reach for his hand again, grab it, and hang on. He doesn't pull away thistime, but he seems to be tense.
"What isit, then?"'

For awhile | think he isn't going to say anything, but then, just as I'm about to try again, he sighs. "It's
me."

"It's—what?'
"Me. | shouldn't be here."
"What?' | look around. "In the living room?"

"No, in thispolity," he says. Now | get it, it's not anger—it's depression. When he's down, Sam clams up
and wallowsin it instead of taking it out on his surroundings.

"Explain. Try and convince me." | shuffle closer to him, keeping hold of his hand. "Pretend I'm one of
the experimenters, and you're looking to justify an early termination, okay?"

"I'm—" Helooks at me oddly. "We're not supposed to talk about who we were before the experiment. It
doesn't aid enculturation, and it's probably going to get in the way."

"But |I—" | stop. "Okay, how about you tell me," | say slowly. "l won't tell anyone." | look him in the
eye. "We're supposed to be a monadic couple. There aren't any negative-sum game plays between
couplesin this society, are there?"

"I don't know." He sniffs. "Y ou might talk."

"Who to?"

"Your friend Cass."

"Bullshit!" I punch him lightly on the arm. "L ook, if | promise | won't tell?*
He looks at me thoughtfully. "Promise.”

"Okay, | promise.” | pause. "So what's wrong?"

His shoulders are hunched. "l've just come out of memory surgery,”" he says slowly. "l think that's where
Fiore and Y ourdon and their crowd found most of us, by the way. A redaction clinic must be a great
place to find experimental subjects who're healthy but who've forgotten everything they knew. People
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who've come adrift from the patterns of life, and who have minimal social connections. People with
active close tiesdon't go in for memory surgery, do they?"

"Not often, | don't think," | say, vaguely disturbed by arecollection of military officers briefing me:
trouble in another life, urgent plotting against an evil contingency.

"Not unless they're trying to hide something from themselves."
| manage to fake up an amused laugh for him. "I don't think that's very likely. Do you?"

“I'd...well. I'm pretty narrowly channeled emotionally. Narrow, but deep. | had afamily. And it all
went wrong, for reasons | can't deal with now, reasons| could have done something about, maybe. Or
maybe not. Whatever, that's the bare outline of what | remember. Therest is all third-person sketching,
reconstructed memory implants to replace whatever it meant to me. Because, I'm not exaggerating, it
burned me out. If | hadn't undergone memory redaction, 1'd probably have become suicidal. | have a
tendency toward reactive depression, and I'd just lost everything that meant anything to me."

| hold his hand, not daring to move, suddenly wondering what kind of emotional time bomb | casually
selected over the cheese and wine table half aweek ago.

After about a minute, he sighs again. "It'sover. They'rein the past, and | don't remember it too clearly. |
didn't have the full surgery, just enough to add alayer of fuzz so that | could build anew life for
myself." He looks at me. "Do you know?'

Know what? | think, feeling panicky. Then | understand what he's asking.

"I had memory surgery, too,” | say slowly, "but it wasn't for the first time. And it was thorough. I've—" |
swallow. "l had to read an autobiography | wrote for myself." And did | lie when | waswriting it? Did
that other me tell the truth, or was he spinning a pretty tapestry of lies for the stranger he was due to
become in the future? "It said | was mated once, long-term. Three partners, six children, it lasted over a
gigasec." | feel shaky as| consider the next part. "I don't remember their faces. Any of them."

In truth | don't remember any of it. It might as well have happened to someone else. According to my
autobiography it did. The whole thing ended more than four gigasecs ago—over a hundred and twenty
years—and | went through my first memory reset early in the aftermath, and a much more thorough one
recently. For more than thirty years those three mates and six children meant more to me than, well,
anything. But all they are today is background color to the narrative of my life, like dry briefing
documents setting up a prefabricated history for a slegper agent about to be injected into aforeign polity.

Sam holds my hand. "I had surgery to deal with the pain," he says. "And | came out of surgery, and |
found | probably didn't need it in the first place. Pain is a stimulus, asignal that the organism needs to
take some kind of evasive action, isn't it? | don't mean the chronic pain caused by nerve damage, but
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ordinary pain. And emotional pain. You need to do something about it, not avoid it. Afterward, it was
distant, but | felt empty. Only half-human. And | wasn't sure who | was, either."

| stroke his hand. "Was it the dissociative psychopathology?' | ask. "Or something deeper?"

"Deeper." He sounds absent. "I had such avoid that I—well, | made the mistake of falling in love again.
Too soon, with somebody who was brilliant and fast and witty and probably completely crazy. And they
asked me about the experiment while | was miserable, trying to figure out whether | really wasin love or
was just fooling myself. We discussed the experiment, but | don't think they were too keen on the idea.
And intheend it all got too much for me: | signed up, backed myself up, and woke up in here." He looks
at me unhappily. "I made a mistake."

"What?' | stare at him, not sure what to make of this.

"It'snot that | don't like sex," he says apologeticaly, "but I'm in love with someone else. And I'm not
going to see them until—" He shakes his head. "Well, thereit is. You must think I'm aredl idiot."

"No." What | think is, | really have to rescue Cass, Kay, from that scumsucker who's got her locked up.
"I don't think you're an idiot, Sam," | hear myself telling him. | lean sideways and kiss him on the cheek
in friendly intimacy. He starts, but he doesn't try to push me away. "l just wish we weren't this messed

up."

"Metoo," he says sadly. "Metoo." | lean against him for awhile, words seeming redundant at this point.
Then, because I'm becoming uncomfortably aware of his body, | get up and head back out to the garage.
There's still daylight, and I've got an idea or two in my head that I'd like to work on. If it turns out | have
to rescue Kay from Mick and he's violent, | want to be properly equipped.

ON Monday Sam goes to work. And the next day, and the one after that—every day of every week,
except Sunday. He's being trained as alegal secretary, which sounds a lot more interesting than it is,
although he's getting a handle on the laws and customs of the ancients—some big legal databases
survived the dark ages amost untouched, and City Hall has to process alot of paperwork. One result is
that he wears the same dark suits every day, except at home, where it turns out to be okay for him to
wear jeans and open-necked shirts.

| begin to get used to him leaving most days, and settle into aroutine. | get up in the morning and make
coffee for us both. After Sam heads for work | go down to the cellar and work out until I'm covered in
sweat and my arms are creaking. Then | have another coffee, go outside, and run the length of the road
between the two tunnels several times—at first | make it six lengths, asit's half akilometer, but | begin
to increase it after Tuesday. When I'm staggering with near exhaustion, | go back home and have a
shower, another cup of coffee, and either put on something respectable if I'm heading downtown or
something disrespectableif I'm going to work in the garage.

file:///K|/eM ul e/l ncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20Gl asshouse%620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (72 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

There are other unpleasantnesses, of course. About two weeks into our residence, | wake up in the
middle of the night with an unpleasant belly cramp. The next morning I'm disgusted to discover that I'm
bleeding. I'd heard of menstruation, of course, but | hadn't expected the Y FH-Polity designersto be
crazy enough to reintroduce it. Most other female mammals simply reabsorb their endometria, why
should dark ages humans have to be different? | clean up after myself aswell as| can, then find I'm still
leaking. It's amiserable time, but when | break down and phone Angel to ask if there's any way of
stopping it, she just suggests | go to the drugstore and look for feminine hygiene supplies.

Supplies come from the stores in the downtown zone. | get to shop a couple of times aweek. Food
comes in prepacked meal containers or as raw ingredients, but I'm alousy cook and aslow learner so |
tend to avoid the latter. Thisweek | pull my routine forward—Iike, urgently—because feminine hygiene
means the drugstore, where they sell pads to wear inside your underwear. The whole businessis
revolting. What's going to happen next? Are they going to inflict leprosy on us? | grit my teeth and
resolve to buy more underwear. And pain medication, which comesin small bitter-tasting disks that you
have to swallow and which don't work very well.

Clothing I've more or less sorted out. I've taken to asking Angel or sometimes Alice to choose stuff for
my public appearances. Thisinsures me against making a wrong choice and getting on anyone's shit-list.
Jen points out that 1've got lousy fashion taste, an accusation that might actually carry some weight if
there were enough of usin this snow globe of a universe to actually have fashions, rather than simply
being on the receiving end of afragmentary historical clothing database that's advancing through the old-
style 1950s at arate of one planetary year per two tendays.

Other supplies. . . | haunt the hardware shop. Sam probably thinks I'm spending al the money he's
earning on makeovers and hairdos or something, but the truth is, I'm looking to my survival. If and when
the assassins find me, I'm determined they're going to have afight on their hands. | don't think he's even
looked in the garage once since we moved in. If he had, he'd probably have noticed the drill press,
welding kit, and the bits of metal and wood and nails and glue and the workbench. And the textbooks:
The Crossbow, Medieval and Modern, Military and Sporting, Its Construction History and
Management. It's funny what's survived.

Currently I'm reading a big fat volume called The Swordsmith's Assistant. There's method in my
madness. While there's no obvious way | can get my hands on a blaster or other modern weaponry, and
I'm not suicidal enough to play with explosives inside a pressurized hab without knowing its physical
topology, it occurs to me that you can still raise an awful lot of mayhem with the toys you can buildin a
dark age machine shop. My main headache with the crossbow, in fact, is going to be knowing the axis of
rotation in each sector, so that | can correct myaim for Coriolis force. Which is where the plumb bob and
the laser distance meter comein.

In public, I'm working hard at being a different person. | don't want anyone to figure out that I'm
building an arsenal.
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The ladies of our cohort—which means Jen, Angel, me, and Alice, because Cass till isn't alowed out in
public by her husband—meet up for lunch three times aweek. | don't ask after Cass because | don't want
Jen to get the ideathat I'm interested in her. She'd peg it as a weakness and try to figure out how to
exploit it. I don't want her to get any kind of handle of me, so | dress up and meet them at a restaurant or
cafe, and smile and listen politely as they discuss what their husbands are doing or the latest gossip
about their neighbors. The nine other houses on my road are standing vacant, waiting for the next
cohorts of test subjects to arrive, but that's unusual—I gather the others live near to people from other
cohorts, and there's arich sea of gossip lapping around the tide pools of suburban anomie.

"I think we can make some mileage against cohort three," Jen says one day, over a Spanish omelet
dusted with paprika. She sounds cunning.

"You do?' Angel asks anxiously.
"Yes." Jen looks smug.

"Dotell." Alice puts her fork down in the wreckage of her Caesar salad. She's trying to look interested,
but she can't fool me. Jen casts her a sharp look, then stabs her omelet.

"Esther and Mal live at the other end of Lakeside View from me and Chris." A piece of omelet quivers
on the end of her fork, impaled for our attention. Jen chews reflectively. "l've noticed Esther watching
me from their garden, some mornings. So | called ataxi to go shopping, then had it circle round and
drop me off just beyond the tunnel at the other end of the road. Funny who you see in the area.” She
smiles, exposing perfect raptor-sharp teeth.

"Who?' asks Alice, obliging her with an audience.

"She goesin, and about ten minutes later Phil turns up by taxi. He sends it away and rings the doorbell.
Leaves an hour or two later."

Angel tut-tuts disapprovingly. Alice just looks faintly disgusted.

"Don't you see?' asks Jen. "It's not public. That gives us leverage." She spears a broccoli stem,
dismembers it abranch at atime, tearing with her teeth. "There'saword for it. Adultery. It's not
negatively scored as such, aslong asit's secret. But if it comes out—"

"We know," Angel interrupts. "So why—"

"Because we're not part of cohort three. Esther and Mal and Phil are al in cohort three. The, ah, peer
pressure has to be applied by your peers. So this gives us leverage over Esther and Phil. If we tell Madl,
they lose points big-time."
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"I don't feel so good,” | say, putting my knife down and pushing my chair back from the table. "Need
some fresh air."

"Was it something | said?' asks Jen, casually concerned.

I'm getting better at lying with a straight face. | don't think | used to be good at it, but spending too much
time around Jen is giving me a crash course in mendacity. "Nothing to do with you—must be something
| ate," | say as| stand up.

I'm trying not to stand out, trying not to offend Jen or the others, and trying not to look eccentric in
public, but there are limits to what | will put up with. Being tacitly enlisted in a conspiracy to blackmail
istoo much. I'll have to smile at them tomorrow or the day after, but right now | want to be alone. So |
go outside, where a gentle breeze is blowing, and | walk to the end of the block and cross the road.
There's very little traffic (none of us real humans drive vehicles—it's far too dangerous), and the
zombies are configured to give right of way to pedestrians, so | manage to get into the park reasonably
fast.

The park is a semidomesticated biome. The grassis neatly trimmed, the large deciduous plants are
carefully pruned, and the small stream of water that meanders through it is tamed and can be crossed by
numerous footbridges. It has the big advantage that at thistime of day it's nearly empty, except for the
zombie groundsman and perhaps a couple of wives with nothing better to do with their time. | walk
along the stone path that leads from the edge of the downtown block toward the small coppice on the
edge of the boating lake.

| gradually calm down as | near the side of the lake. It's simulating a sunny day with alittle high cloud
and alazy breeze, just occasionally getting up enough speed to cool my skin through my costume. Apart
from the incessant machinelike twitter of the fist-sized dinosaursin the trees, it's quite peaceful.
Sometimes | can almost bring myself to forget the perpetual ssimmering sense of anger and humiliation
that Jen seemsto thrive on inducing in the rest of us.

However much | try to, | can't put myself in their shoes. It'sasif they don't realize that you can game the
system by ignoring it, by refusing to participate, as well as by going along with the overt rewards and
punishments. They've al unconsciously decided to obey the arbitrary pressure toward gender
partitioning, and they won't be content unless everyone else conforms and competes for the same
rewards. Wasiit like thisfor real dark ages females, created as random victims of genetic determinism
rather than volunteers in an experiment enforced by explicit rewards and penalties? If so, I'm lucky: I've
only got another three years of it.

Being awifeisalonely business. Sam and | lead largely independent lives. He goes to work in the
morning, and | only see him in the evenings, when he'stired, or on Sundays. On Sundays we go to
Church, bound together by our mutual fear of being singled out for opprobrium, and afterward we go
home together and try to remind each other that the score whores—who slavishly chase after every hint
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of right behavior that Fiore drops—are not the most intelligent or reasonable people. We have an uphill
struggle at times.

It's a shame Sam's a male, and a shame that the internal dynamics of this compressed community have
set up this artificial barrier between us. | have afeeling that if we weren't under so much external
pressure, | could get to like him.

And then there's Cass, who was at Church last Sunday.

Welivein areally small, tightly constrained and controlled synthetic world, and there are some aspects
of the way it's organized that make its artificiality glaringly obvious. For example, we don't have
fashions, not in the sense of spontaneous design creativity that spawns waves of imitation and
recomplication. (Cresativity is a scarce resource at the best of times, and with barely a hundred of us
living here so far, there just isn't enough to go round.) What we do have is a strangely frenetic ersatz
fashion industry, in the form of whatever's in the shops. Somewhere there's a surviving catalogue of
styles from the dark ages, probably compiled from a museum, and the shops change their contents
regularly, compelling us to buy new stuff every few cycles or fall out of date. (It's another conformity-
promoting measure: forget to update your wardrobe contents, leave yourself open to criticism.) This
month hats are in fashion, ridiculous confections with wide brims and net veils that shadow the face. |
can cope with hats, although | don't like the brims or the veils—I keep catching them on things, and they
get in the way.

But let me get back to Cass, the subject of my hopes and worries. . .

I'm standing beside Sam as usual, holding the hymnbook and moving my lips, letting my eyesrove
around the other side of the aisle. A new cohort arrived last week and the Church is packed—they'll have
to extend it soon. I'm trying to pick out the newcomers because | don't want to get them mixed up with
the older cohorts. Maybe it's a bit of Jen's calculated cynicism rubbing off on me, but I'm learning to
guess someone's degree of alienation by how long they've been around. | have afeeling | might be able
to make some allies among the new intake aslong as | ook for them early in the conditioning cycle,
before the score whores get their clawsin.

For some reason Mick is sitting with—standing among—the new folks this week, and | automatically
glance at the woman to hisleft. | do adouble take. She's wearing along-sleeved blue dress with a high
collar, and a hat with a black veil that covers her face. She's got lots of makeup smeared around her eyes.
Her mouth is ared slash, and her cheeks are colorless. But it's definitely Cass, and she's holding the
hymnbook asif she's never seen one before.

Is that you, Kay? | wonder, tantalized by her presence. I've been holding on to that promise Kay
extracted from me—"Y ou'll look for meinside, won't you?' And Cass. . . she knowsice ghoul society.
If Mick wasn't so crazy with jealousy that he doesn't want her out in public, if—
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Sam nudges me discreetly in the ribs. People are closing their hymnbooks and sitting down. | hastily
follow suit. (Don't want anyone to notice me, don't want to attract unwanted attention.)

"Dearly beloved,” drones Fiore, "we are aloving congregation, and today we welcome to our bosom the
new cohort of Eddie, Pat, Jon"—and he names seven other fresh victims—"who | am sure you will take
under your wings and strive to befriend in due course. We aso offer a belated welcome to sleepyhead
Cass, who has finally deigned to grace us with her fragrant presence. . ." He twittersonin like vein for
some time, preaching a sermon of saccharine subordination illustrated periodically with some anecdote
of misdoing. Vern, it seems, got falling-down drunk and vomited in Main Street two nights ago, while
Erica and Kate had a stand-up fight so violent that it put Ericain hospital, along with Greg and Brook,
who tried to pull Kate off her. Kate is now in prison, paying the price for her outburst in days on bread
and nights on water, and by the time Fiore gets through excoriating her, there's an angry undercurrent of
disapproval in the congregation. | glance sidelong at Cass, trying not to be too obtrusive about it. | can't
make out her face—the veil shadows her expression effectively—but I'm pretty sure that if | could see
her, she'd look frightened. Her shoulders are set, defensive, and she's hunched dlightly away from Mick.

Once we go outside into the open air, | grab a glass of wine and down it rapidly, keeping close to Sam.
Sam watches me, worried. " Something wrong?”

"Yes. No. I'm not sure." There are butterfliesin my stomach. Cassis the most isolated of the wivesin
Cohort Four, the one who hasn't been allowed out anywhere—and could Sam stop me doing anything if
| felt like it? Mick is poison, not the subtle social toxin of aJen, but the forthright venom of a stinging
insect, brutal and direct. "There's something | want to check out. I'll be back in afew minutes, okay?"

"Reeve—take care?"

| meet hiseyes. He's concerned! | realize. Abashed, | nod, then slide away toward the front of the
Church and the main entrance.

Mick istalking to alittle knot of hard-looking men, wiry muscles and close-cropped hair—guys| see
digging or operating incredibly noisy machinery, chewing up the roads then filling them in again—he's
gesticulating wildly. A couple of the Church attendants stand nearby, and there're a couple of women
waiting in the doorway. | sidle toward the front door and go inside. The Church has emptied out, and
there's only one person still there, loitering near the back pew.

"Kay? Cass?' | ask.
She looks at me. "R-Reeve?"

It's dark, and | can't be sure but there's something about her heavy eye shadow that makes me think of
bruising. Her dress would effectively conceal signs of violence if Mick's been beating her. "Are you all
right?' | ask.
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Her eyesturn toward the entrance. "No," she whispers. "Listen, he's—don't get involved. All right?1
don't need your help. Stay away from me." Her voice quavers with a fine edge of fear.

"I promised I'd look for you in here," | say.

"Don't." She shakes her head. "He'll kill me, do you realize that? If he thinks I've been talking to anyone

"But we can protect you! All you have to do is ask, and we'll get you out of there and keep him away
from you."

| might as well not have bothered talking to her: she shakes her head and backs toward the door, her
shoes clacking on the stone floor. Behind the veil, her face isn't simply frightened, it's terrified. And the
white powder on her cheek isn't quite enough to conceal theivory stain of old bruising.

Mick iswaiting outside. If he sees me emerging after Cass, he'll probably go nuts. And I'm beginning to
wonder if I'm right about her. When | called her Kay, she showed no sign of recognition. But would she?
Kay isan alias, after all, and with her being just out of memory surgery, and me not being Robin but
Reevein this hall of mirrors—if after these tendays someone called me Robin, would | realize they were
talking to me at first?

| glance around frustratedly, wondering if there's a back exit. I'm alone in the Church nave. It's not my
favorite place, you understand, but right now it lacks the ailmost palpable sense of hostility it exudes
when we're al herded together in our Sunday best, wondering who's going to be today's sacrificial
victim. Waiting for Mick to lose interest and leave, | walk around the front of the big room, trying to get
anew perspective on things.

I've never been forward of the pews before. What does Fiore keep in hislectern? | wonder, walking
toward the altar. The lectern, seen from behind, is quite disappointing—it's just a slab of carved wood
with ashelf setinit. There are a couple of paper books filed there, but no robocatamite to account for
Fiore's peculiar mannerisms. The altar is also pretty boring. It's aslab of smoothly polished stone, carved
into neatly rectilinear lines. The symbols of the faith, the sword and the chalice, sit atop ametal rack in
the middle of the purple-dyed cloth that covers the stone. | look closer, intrigued by the sword. It's an
odd-looking thing. The blade is dead straight, with atotally squared-off tip, and it's about a centimeter
thick. With no edge on it and no taper it looks more like a mirror-polished billet of steel than a blade. It's
got a basket hilt and a gray, roughened grip, suggesting afunctional design rather than a decorative one.
Something nags at me, an insistent phantom memory stump itching where areal one has been
amputated. I'm certain I've seen asword like this before. There are faint rectangular grooves in the outer
surface of the basket, as if something has been removed. And the flat "edge" of the blade isn't quite right
—it shines with the luster of fine steel, but there's al'so afaint rainbow sheen, a diffractive speckling at
the edge of my gaze.
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| break out in a cold sweat. My blouse feels like ice against the chill of my skin as | straighten up and
hastily head for the small door that's visible on this side of the organist's bench. | don't want to be caught
here, not now! Someone is having alittle joke with us, and | feel sick to my heart at the thought that it
might be Fiore, or his boss, Y ourdon the Bishop. They're playing with us, and this is the proof. Who can
| tell”? Most people here wouldn't understand, and those that did—we've got no way out, not unless the
experimenters agree to release us early. But the exit leads straight back into the clinics of the hospitaler-
confessors, and | have a horrible gut-deep feeling that they're involved in this. Certainly they're
implicated.

I've got to get out of here, | realize, aghast. The thing is, I've seen swords like that before. Vorpal blades,
they call them, I'm not sure why. This one's obviously decommissioned, but how did it get here? They
don't rely on the edge or point to cut, that's not what they're for. They belonged to, to—Who did they
belong to? | rack my brains, trying to find the source of thisterrible conviction that | stand in the
presence of something utterly evil, something that doesn't belong in any experimental polity, a stink of
livid corruption. But my treacherous memory lets me down again, and as | batter myself against the
closed door of my own history, | walk back into the light outside, blinking and wondering if | might be
wrong after al. Wrong about Cass being Kay. Wrong about Mick being violent. Wrong about the sword
and the chalice. Wrong about who and what | am . . .

r

Bottom

TIME passes glacially slowly. | don't say anything to Sam about the events in Church, not about Cass's
black eye nor the Vorpal blade on the Church altar. Sam is comfortable to live with, happy to listen to
my depressive chatter about the women's world, but there's always the worm of worry gnawing at the
back of my mind: Can | trust him? | want to, but | can't be sure heisn't one of my pursuers. It'sa
horrible dilemma, the risk/trust trade-off. So | don't talk about what | do in the garage, or on the
basement exercise machine, and he doesn't volunteer much information about what he does at work. A
couple of the ladies who lunch are talking about organizing dinner parties, but if we invited ourselves
into that kind of social circle they'd expect usto reciprocate and the stress would be—well, | don't think
either of usisup toit. So we live our lonely lives in each other's back pockets, and | worry about Cass,
and Sam reads alot and watches TV, trying to understand the ancients.

When we get home after the abortive meeting in Church, | use my netlink to check our group's public
points. Jen is leading on social connectedness, while Alice is second on that score—her helping me with
clothes seems to be good for her. To my surprise | seethat I'm at the bottom of the cohort. There's an
activity breakdown and it looks like everyone else is having sex with their partner: Forming stable
relationshipsis agood way to jack up your score, easy points. | backtrack aweek or two and see that
Cassisregularly active with Mick.
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For some reason | find this unaccountably depressing. The others are watching, and I'm supposed to be
involved with Sam, and | don't want to do anything that might give Jen any sense of satisfaction
whatsoever. It's an immature attitude, but I'm really conscious of the fact that they're keeping an eye on
my score, waiting for me to surrender. Waiting for me to give Sam what they think he ought to want.
Too bad they don't really know us.

ABOUT two weeks later | finally reach the end of my tether. It's a hot, tiresome Tuesday evening. I've
spent the morning exercising outdoors—there are still no neighbors, although a couple of families are
due to move in when the next cohort arrives in a couple of weeks' time—and then worked in the garage
al afternoon. I'm trying to relearn welding the hard way, and I'm lucky not to have burned my arm off or
electrocuted myself so far.

| have vague recollections of having done this stuff along time ago, in gigaseconds past, but it's so long
ago that the memories are all second-hand and I've clearly forgotten amost everything | knew. There's
something wrong with my technique, and the pieces of spring steel I'm trying to make into asingle
fabrication are going brittle around the weld. | try bending the last one in the vise and the join I've just
spent an hour working on snaps and small fragments go flying. If | was standing a bit farther over to the
left, | could have got oneinthe eye. Asitis, | get a nasty shock and go inside to try to sort our dinner
out, because Sam is usually back from work around now, and if left to his own devices, he'll flop down
in front of the television rather than sorting out food for both of us.

So I'm in the kitchen al on my own, rummaging through the frozen packages in the freezer cupboard for
something we both eat, and | manage to drop a pizza box on the floor. It splits open and the contents
spill everywhere. It's one of those moments when the whole universe comes spinning down on the top of
your head, and you realize how alone andisolated you are, and all your problems seem to laugh at you.
Who do | think I'm kidding? | ask myself, and | burst into tears on the spot.

I'm trapped in awholly inadequate body, with only patchy memories of whoever | used to be left to prod
me along in search of a better life. I'm trapped in a fun-house mirror reflection of a historical society
where everyone was crazy by default, driven mad by irrational laws and meaningless customs. Here |
am, thinking | remember being in rehab, reading a letter written to myself by an earlier version—and
how do | know | wrote the letter to myself? | don't even remember doing it! For al | know it'sa
confabulation, my own bored attempt to inject some excitement into alife totally sapped of interest.
Certainly the rant about people who are out to kill me seems increasingly implausible and distant—
outright unbelievable, if not for the man with the wire.

| can't remember any reasons why anyone would want me dead. And even a half-competent trainee
assassin would find killing me atrivial challenge at best, right now. | can't even put afrozen pizzain a
microwave oven without dropping it on the floor. I'm spending my spare hours in the garage trying to
weld together a crossbow and busily planning to make myself a sword when the bad guys, if they're real,
are running a panopticon—atotal surveillance society—and have weapons like the one on the Church
altar, edged with the laser-speckling strangeness of supercondensates, waveguides for wormhole
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generators. Knives that can cut space-time. They'll come for mein the clear light of day, and they'll be
backed by the whole police state panoply of memory editors and existential programmers. There's
nowhere for me to run, no way out except through the T-gates controlled by the experimenters, and no
way in bar the same, and | don't even know if I've lost Kay, or if Kay is Cass or someone else entirely,
and I'm not sure why | let Piccolo-47 talk me into coming here. All I've got are my memories, and | can't
even trust them.
| feel helpless and lost and very, very small, and | stare at the pizzathrough ablurring vell of tears, and
right then | hear the front door lock click to itself and footsteps in the front hall, and it's more than | can
bear.
Sam finds me in the kitchen, sobbing as | fumble around for the dustpan.
"What's wrong?' He stands in the doorway looking at me, a bewildered expression on his face.
“I'm, I—" | manage to get the box into the trash, then drop the brush on top of it. "Nothing."

"It can't be nothing," heinsists, logically enough.

"I don't want to talk about it." | sniff and wipe my eyes on the back of my sleeve, embarrassed and
hating myself for this display of weakness. "It's not important—"

"Comeon." Hisarm is around my shoulders, comforting. "Come on, out of here."
"Okay."

He leads me out of the kitchen and into the living room and over to the big glass windows. | watch, not
really comprehending, as he opens one of them. Floor to ceiling, it forms adoor in its own right, a door
into the back garden. "Come on," he says, walking out onto the lawn.

| follow him outside. The grassis getting long. What do you want? | wonder.
"Sit down," he says. | blink and look at the bench.
"Oh, okay." | sniff again.

"Wait here," he says. He vanishes back into the house, leaving me alone with my stupid and stupefying
sense of inadequacy. | stare at the grass. It's moist (we had a scheduled precipitation at lunchtime, water
drizzling gently from amillion tiny nozzles embedded in the sky), and a snail isinching its way
laborioudly up a stem, close to my feet. Not far away there's another one. It's a good time for mollusks,
who haul their world around with them, self-contained. | feel a momentary flash of envy. Here | am,
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trapped inside the biggest snail shell anyone can imagine, a snail shell made of glass that exposes
everything we do to the monitors and probes of the experimenters. And in my hubris| think | can
actually crawl out of my shell, escape into my own identity—

Sam is holding something out to me. "Here, have adrink."

| take the tumbler. It's blue glass, with afizz of bubbles trapped in the weighted base and a clear liquid
half-filling it. | sniff abouquet of bitters and lemon.

"Go on, it won't poison you."

| raise my glass and take a mouthful. Gin and tonic, some submerged ghost of memory tells me.
"Thanks." | sniff. He pours himself one, too. "I'm sorry."

"What for?' he asks, as he sits down next to me. He's shed his jacket and necktie, and he moves asif he's
weary, asif he's got my troubles.

“I'madead loss." | shrug. "It just got too much for me."
"You're not adead loss."

| look at him sharply, then have to sniff again. | wish | could get my sinuses fixed. "Yes| am. I'm wholly
dependent on you—without your job, what would | do? I'm weak and small and badly coordinated, and |
can't even cook a pizzafor supper without dropping it all over thefloor. And, and . . ."

Sam takes another mouthful. "Look," he says, pointing at the garden. "Y ou've got this. All day." He
shakes his head. "I get to sit in an office full of zombies and spend my time proofreading gibberish.
There's always more make-work for me, textsto check for errors. It makes my head hurt. Y ou've at least
got this." He looks at me, a guarded, odd look that makes me wonder what he sees. "And whatever it is
you're doing in the garage."

n I_II
"I don't mean to pry," he says, looking away shyly.

"It's not secret,” | say. | swallow some more of my drink. "I'm making stuff.” | nearly add, It's a hobby,
but that would be alie. And the one person | haven't actively lied to so far is Sam. I've got afeeling that
if | start lying to him now, I'll be crossing some sort of irrevocable line. With only myself for an anchor,
and knowing how fallible my memories are, | won't be able to tell truth from fantasy anymore.

"Making stuff." Herolls his glass between his big hands. "Do you want ajob to go to?' he asks.
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"A job?" That's asurprise and a half. "Why?'

He shrugs. "To see people. Get out of the house. To meet people other than the score whores, | mean.
They're getting to you, aren't they?"

| nod mutely.
"Not surprising.” He stays tactfully silent while | drain my glass.
To my surprise, | fed alittle better. Get a job! "How do | find ajob?' | ask. "l mean, not being a man—"

"Y ou phone the Chamber of Commerce and ask for one." He puts his glass down. | look at it, see the
two snails climbing opposite sides of the same blade of grass, leaving their iridescent trails of slime. "It's
assimple asthat. They'll send a car to pick you up and take you somewhere with room for abody. They
didn't run you through the induction course when you arrived, but it's easy enough. | don't know what
they'll find for you or how much they'll pay you—I'd guess alot less than they pay men, that seemsto be
how they did things in the dark ages—but if you find it too boring, you can always phone the CC again
and ask for something else."

"Ajob," | say, trying the words out for sense. It's crazy, actually, but no more so than anything elsein
thisworld. "l didn't know | could get one."

He shrugs. "It's not illegal or anything." A sidelong look. "They just didn't set it up by default. It's
another of those things we're allowed to game if we're smart enough to think of it."

"And I'll meet people.”

"It depends where you work." Sam looks uncertain for amoment. "Most jobs, there are zombies around
—but they try to keep at least two humans in every workplace. And there are visitors. But it's pretty
boring. | really didn't think you'd be interested.”

"It can't possibly be as mind-destroying asthis!” | clench my hands.

"Don't bet onit." He shakes his head. "Dark ages work was often meaningless, unpleasant, and
sometimes dangerous."

"Not as dangerous to my sanity as not doing anything."

"That's my Reeve." Sam smiles, abrilliant expression that | don't often see and that makes mereally
envy the lucky woman he left behind outside the experiment. "I'll get you another drink, then go fix
dinner. How about we eat out here instead of inside? Just for once."
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"I'd likethat alot,” | say fervently. "Just for once."
IN the early hours of the morning I'm awakened by one of my recurring nightmares.

| have several different bad dreams. What distinguishes this one isthe quality of the imagery init. I'ma
neomorph, male again and roughly orthohuman in body plan, but extensively augmented with
mechabolic subsystems from the cellular level up. Instead of intestines, | have a compact fusion gateway
cell. | have three hearts to keep my different circulatory fluids moving, skin reinforced with diamond
fiber mesh, and | can survive in vacuum for hours. These are al trappings of my role asa soldier in the
service of the Linebarger Cats, because | am atank.

But that's not what makes the dream a nightmare.

We're one-point-one megaseconds into the campaign, and even though we—my unit—don't normally
sleep, we're al under the influence of fatigue poisons from nearly twelve consecutive diurns of high-
speed maneuvers. Hostilities with this polity commenced as soon as High Command established the
orbital elements on one of their better-connected real-space nodes. The Six Fingers Green Kingdom has
been particularly tenacious in its attempts to hold on to its corrupt A-gates, which are still infected with
Curious Y ellow censorbots and contaminating everyone who passes through them. They're one of the
last hold-outs on the losing side; they've survived long after the other censorship redoubts succumbed to
our maneuvers by virtue of their fanatically obscurantist network topology and a cunning mesh of
internal firewalls. But we've identified the real-space location of one of their main switches, and that
means we've got a node with massive fan-out to exploit once we can get our people into it. My unitison
the sharp end.

The assault vector is one end of a T-gate ten meters in diameter, boosted up to about thirty percent of ¢
and free-falling through the icy outer limits of the cloud of debris orbiting the brown dwarf Epsilon Indi
B. EI-B is not much bigger than a gas giant planet, and has a surface temperature of under a thousand
degrees absolute—by the time you get out to its halo, whole light minutes away, the star is almost
invisible. Cometary bodies orbit it in chilly isolation, as cold as the depths of interstellar space.

Our assault gate is unpowered and stealthy. It drifts through the perimeter defense field of the Six
Fingers Green Kingdom orbital in a matter of seconds and skims past the huge cylinder at a range of
under fifty kilometers, preposterously close yet very hard to spot. Asit flashes by, my unit is one of
several who make a high-speed insertion through the distal end of the wormhole. Asfar as the defenders
are concerned, we appear out of empty space right on their doorstep. And as far as we're concerned, it'sa
death trap.

It takes us fifty secondsto cover the fifty kilometers to the habitat, decelerating all the way, mashed flat
In our acceleration cages as our suits jink and dodge and shed penaids and decoys and graser bombs. We
lose eighty percent of our numbers to point defense fire in that fifty-second period. It's absolute carnage,
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but even so we're lucky—the only reason any of us survive at all is because we're working for the
Linebarger Cats, and the Cats specialize in applied insanity. Everyone knows that only a lunatic would
attack across open space, so the Green Fingers have concentrated ninety percent of their firepower on
theinside of their orbital, pointing at the proximal ends of their longjump T-gates, rather than outside on
the hub, covering the barren real-space approaches.

I'm unconscious for most of the approach, my memories of it spooled by sensors on my suit and
buffered for instant recall once my meatbody unvitrifies so | can take over. One moment I'm lying down
and the suit is closing around me, and the next I'm standing in the wreckage of a compartment aboard
the Green Finger orbital, memories of the insane charge alivein my mind as| pull out my sword, Slave
my blaster nodes to my eyeball trackers, exude more ablative foam, and head for the inhabited spaces.

Fast forward:

Dealing with the civilians once we've taken the polity is going to be difficult because they've all been
censored by Curious Y ellow—the original version carrying the censorship payload, not the later hacked
tools of various inquisitions and cognitive dictatorships. The censorship payload doesn't just delete
memories of forbidden things—it tends to leave sporesin its victims' brains and a boot loader in their
netlinks, and if they upload into a vulnerable A-gate it can wake up and infect the gate firmware. So we
have to round up everyone on board the hab we've just ripped through with swords and blasters, and
recycle them through our own crude decontamination gates.

Now, here's where the dreamlike logic kicks in. Their assembler gates are the advanced, elegant
products of a mature techgnosis. But our A-gates are crude lash-ups, hand-built in a matter of tens of
megaseconds using what knowledge we could salvage. We threw them together in ablind hurry when
we realized how far the contamination extended—throughout all the A-gates of the Republic of Is,
basically—and they're messy and inefficient and slow. What we've built works, but it isn't fast. So we're
running our assault gates in half-duplex mode, disassembling and storing the citizens for subsequent
virus scanning and reincarnation. And because we haven't secured all approaches, and because other
nodes within the Six Fingers Green Kingdom are fighting back with vicious desperation, we have to
move fast.

After about five thousand seconds of collecting struggling civilians and feeding them into the gates,
Group Mgjor Nordak calls me with new orders. "The bodies are slowing us up,” she sends. "Just harvest
the heads. We'll resurrect them all when we've got the situation under control."

There's a huge crowd of civiliansin aholding square on Deck J, milling around in confusion and fear.
Two of us are pulling people out of the crowd through a door, telling them it's for outbound processing.
Some of them don't want to go, but arguing with tankiesin full armor isfutile, and they end up coming
to us whether they want to or not, contusions and broken limbs the only difference it makes to their
eventual fate. We take them through the inner set of doors that don't open until the outer ones are closed.
Then all of them get reluctant, when they see Loral and me waiting on the other side of the inner door,
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with the assault gate and our swords and the pile of discards.

Wetakeit in turns, alternating, because it's hard, stressful work. | grab a struggling victim, maybe a
plump female orthohuman or a scrawny guy who really needs a new body—some of them have been
living feral, refusing to go through the A-gates for fear of CuriousY ellow, until they actually grow old—
and | pinion the victims and lay them down on the slimy blood-dlick floor of the room. They usually
scream, and in many cases they piss themselves as Loral brings his Vorpal sword down on the back of
their neck between the C7 and T1 vertebrae. A twitch on the power button and there's more blood
squirting and splashing everywhere than you could imagine, and they stop screaming. Loral pulls her
sword out and | get off the body and chase the head, which is usually soaking wet, the eyelids twitching
with postamputation shock. | throw the head into the A-gate, low and fast as | can, and the gate
swallows it and processes the skull and hopefully gets them logged before permanent depolarization and
osmotically induced apoptosis can set in. Then Loral grabs the discarded body and slings it onto the
heap in the corner, which one of our fellow special action troops carts away on a pallet loader every so
often, while flail at the floor with a broom in alosing battle to stop the blood puddling around our feet.

It's a disgusting and unpleasant job, and even though we've gotten into the swing of it and are working as
fast as we can, we're only averaging one civilian every fifty seconds. We've been working for a hundred
kiloseconds now, one of eight teams on the job—processing maybe sixteen thousand people a diurn
between us. And it's just my bitter bad luck that when the doors open and the guys on the other side fling
the next body at us, kicking and screaming at the top of their lungs, it's my turn to use the sword and
Lora'sto hold them down and I'm already raising the blade when | ook at the terrified face and
depending on which variation of the nightmare thisis| see that it's my own, or worse—

—Kay's—

—and I'm sitting up swallowing a scream and someone is cradling mein hisarmsand I'm covered in
chilly sweat and shuddering uncontrollably. | slowly realize I'm in bed, and I've just kicked off the
comforter. There's moonlight outside the window, and I'm in Y FH-Polity and no matter how bad things
are by day, they can't hold a candle to how bad things get in my dreams, and | whimper softly in the
back of my throat.

“It'sall right now, you're awake, they can't hurt you." Sam strokes my shoulders. | lean against him and
manage to turn the whimper into asigh. My heart is pounding like one of the jackhammers they use to
repair the roads, and my skin is clammy. His arm tightens around me. "Would you like to talk about it?"
he murmurs.

"It's"—awful—"arecurring dream. Memories'—inadequately redacted, | think—"from an earlier life.
What | wanted to be rid of, coming back to haunt me." | speak haltingly because my mouth feels musty,
and I'm not entirely awake, just frightened out of sleep by the shadows of my own past. What's he doing
in here?
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"Y ou were thrashing around, moaning and muttering in your sleep,” he says. "I was worried you were
having a seizure."

It's not unheard of, even in this age. | push myself up on one arm but don't pull away from him—instead
| pull my right arm out from under the bedding and hold him tight.

"I lost alot in surgery,” | say slowly. "If thisis part of it, | wish it would stay lost."

"It's gone now." He speaks soothingly, and | wrap my other arm round him and hold on tight. He's big,
he's stable, he's serious, and he's solid. Serious Sam. | lean my face into the depression at the base of his
throat and inhale deeply, once, twice. His arm around me feels good, secure. Security Sam. My ribs
shake as | swallow a nervy chuckle. "What's that?' he asks.

"Nothing," | tell histhroat. I'm awake enough now to realize that I'm not the only one in this house who
sleeps naked. But | find that | don't care—I trust Sam not to try and overpower me, not to do anything |
don't want. Sam has somehow stepped across the threshold from being a mistrusted stranger into a
friend, and | never noticed it happening. And now | don't want to be left alone here, and it's the most
natural thing in the universe to hold on to him and to run my hand up and down his spine and stick my
face into the base of histhroat and inhale his natural scent. "Do you mind staying? | don't want to be
aone."

He tenses dlightly, but then | feel his hand running down my back, caressing my spine. | lean into his
embrace. He feels so alive, the antithesis of everything in my blood-drenched memory dream. I've been
sleeping alone and not really touching anyone, much less fucking, for at least a month now, and
therefore it doesn't surprise me in the dightest to find that I'm becoming aroused, sensual, needing more
skin contact and more touch and more smell. | lick the base of his throat and move one hand between his
legs, and what | find there is no surprise, because he's been living the same life of self-denial too.

"Don't—" he mutters, but I'm not listening. Instead, I'm running my face down his chest, kissing him as|
fondle what's down below, giving the lie to his disinterest.

Sam's been holding back because of alover stranded in the real world without him, and I've been
holding back because of pride and the greedy eyes watching my social score. Welll probably regret this
in the morning, but right now I'm drunk on touch. | rub my cheek against his thigh and lick him
hungrily, feeling his hands in my hair—

"No." He sounds hesitant. | take him in my mouth asfar as| can, and he sounds as if he's strangling.
"No, Reeve, please don't—" | carry on sucking and licking and he draws breath to say something and
instead gasps alittle, and | finish him off with a sense of anticlimax. That was too fast, wasn't it? Then
he's standing on the other side of the bed, his back turned and his shoulders hunched. "I asked you to
stop,” he says sullenly.
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It'sawhile before | can talk. "l needed—" | stop. My mouth is acrid with the aftertaste. "l want you to be
happy." If I'm going to give in and humiliate myself in front of the score whores, theleast | candois
throw it back in their faces.

"WEell, that's not the right way to do it." He's tense and defensive, asif I've hurt him. "I thought we had
an understanding.” He sidles around the bed and out the door before | can think of anything to say,
refusing to meet my eyes, and aminute or so later | hear the shower come on.

I'm completely awake by now, so | pull on my bathrobe to go downstairs and make a mug of coffee by
way of a substitute for mouthwash, because there's no way I'm going to go into the bathroom while
Sam's busy trying to rinse my salivaaway. |'ve got some pride left, and right now | don't think | could
look at him without yelling, What about your self-control, en? He moons incessantly over this amazing
lover he met outside the polity, but he's not too proud to let me fellate him—until afterward, when
suddenly I'm an un-person. | could really hate him for that. But instead | sit in the kitchen with my
cooling coffee, and | wait for the noise of the shower to cease and the light upstairs to go out. Then |
tiptoe back to my bed and lie brooding until near dawn, wondering what possessed me. In the end, |
resolve not offer him any intimacies ever again, until I've had a chance to spit in hisimaginary lover's
facein front of him. Finally, | sleep.

THE next day | don't stir from bed until Sam has left for work. Once I'm up, | phone the Chamber of
Commerce. The zombie who takes my call sounds only marginally sapient but agrees to send ataxi for
me the next morning. | go outside and jog up and down the road until I'm exhausted—which takes alot
longer now—then take a shower. | spend the rest of the day in the garage trying to do some more work
on the crossbow, which is not going well. I wonder why 1I'm bothering: It's not asif 1'm going to shoot
anyone, isit?

| leave Sam a half-defrosted pizza and a note explaining how to cook it in the kitchen. By thetime |
come indoorsit's dark, Sam's holed up in the living room with the TV on, and | have no trouble sneaking
upstairs and going to bed without seeing him. It's easy to do, now that we're both avoiding each other.

| am troubled in my sleep. It's adifferent bad dream, nothing like as vivid as the slaughterhouse
nightmare, but even more disturbing in some ways. Imagine you're a detective, or some other kind of
investigator. And you're looking for people, bad people who hide in shadows. They've committed
terrible crimes but they've altered everyone's memories so that nobody can remember what they did or
who they are. You don't know what they did or who they are, but it's your job to find them and bring
them to justice in such away that neither they, nor anyone else, can forget what they did and the
consequences of their actions. So you're a detective, and you're walking through twilit polityscapes
hunting for clues, but you don't know who you are or why you're charged with this mission. For all you
know, you may even be one of the criminals. They've made everybody forget who they are and what
they did. Who's to say that they didn't do it to themselves, too? Y ou could be guilty of acrime so
horrible that it has no name and everyone's forgotten it, and you'll find the irrevocable logic of detection
drawing you to place yourself under arrest and hand yourself over to the courts of a higher power. And
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you'll be tried and sentenced for a crime you don't understand and don't remember committing, and the
punishment will be beyond human comprehension and leave you walking the twilit polityscapes, a ghost
shorn of most of your memories except for afaint indelible stain of original sin. And you'll be there
because you've been sent looking for a master criminal by way of atoning for your past actions. And
you'll be on their trail, and one day you will find them and, reaching out a hand to grab them by the
shoulder, you'll find yourself looking at the back of your own head—

| wake up sweating and sick with my heart pounding in the night, and there is no Sam. For amoment |
feel defiant and angry at his absence, but then | think: What have | done to my only friend here? And |
roll over and wash the pillow in bitter tears before dawn.

But the next day | start my new job.

8

Child Thing

THE taxi that takes me to the Chamber of Commerce arrives about half an hour after Sam leaves for
work. I'm ready and waiting for it but nervous about the whole idea. It seems necessary in some ways—
to assert my independence from Sam, get an extra source of income, meet other inmates, break out of the
lonely rut of being a stay-at-home wife—but in other respectsit's a questionable choice. | have no idea
what they're going to find for me to do, it's going to take up alarge chunk of my time, it'll probably be
boring and pointless, and although I'll meet new people, there's no way of knowing whether I'll hate
them on sight. What seemed like a good idea at the time is now turning out to be stressful.

The taxi operator isno use, of course—he can't tell me anything. "Chamber of Commerce," he
announces. "Please |eave the vehicle." So | get out and head toward the imposing building on my right,
with the revolving door made of wood and brass, hoping my uncertainty doesn't show. | march up to the
clerk on the front desk. "I'm Reeve. I've got an appointment at, uh, ten o'clock with Mr. Harshaw?"

"Go right in, maam," says the zombie, pointing at a door behind him with a frosted-glass window and
gold-leaf lettering stenciled along the top. My heels clack on the stone floor as | walk over and openit.

"Mr. Harshaw?"' | ask.

The room is dominated by a wide desk made out of wood, itstop inlaid with arectangle of dyed,
preserved skin cut from alarge herbivore. The walls are paneled in wood and there are crude till
pictures in frames hanging from hooks near the top, certificates and group portraits of men in dark suits
shaking hands with each other. A borderline-senescent male in a dark suit, his head almost bereft of hair
and his waistline expanding, sits behind the desk. He half rises as | enter, and extends a hand. Zombie? |
wonder doubtfully.
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"Hello, Reeve." He sounds relaxed and self-confident. "Won't you have a seat?"

"Sure." | take the chair on the other side of the desk and cross my legs, studying his face. Sure enough
there'sa dlight flicker of attention—he's watching me, aware of my body—which means he's real.
Zombies simply aren't programmed for that. "How come | haven't seen you in Church?' | ask.

“I'm on staff," he says easily. "Have a cigarette?' He gestures at one of the wooden boxes on his desk.
"Sorry, | don't smoke," | say, dightly stiffly. | hate the smell, but it's not asif it's harmful, isit?
"Good for you." He takes one, lightsiit, and inhales thoughtfully. " ou asked about job vacancies

yesterday. Asit happens, we have one right now that would probably suit you—I took the liberty of
looking through your records—but it specifically excludes smokers."

"Oh?" | raise an eyebrow. Mr. Harshaw the staffer isn't what | expected, to say the least; | was winding
myself up to deal with adumb zombie fronting a placement database.

"It'sin the city library. Y ou'd only be working three days a week, but you'd be putting in eleven-hour
shifts. On the plus side, you'd be the trainee librarian there. On the minus side, the starting salary isn't
particularly high."

"What does the job involve?' | ask.

"Library work." He shrugs. "Filing books in order. Keeping track of withdrawals and issuing overdue
notices and collecting fines. Helping people find books and information they're looking for. Organizing
the stacks and adding new titles as they come in. Y ou'd be working under Janis from cohort one, who
has been our librarian since the early days. She's going to be leaving, which iswhy we need to train up a
replacement.”

"Leaving?' | look at him oddly. "Why?"'
"To have ababy," he says, and blows a perfect smoke ring up at the ceiling.

| don't understand what he's saying at first, the concept is so alien to me. "Why would she have to leave
her job to—"

It's histurn to look at me oddly. "Because she's pregnant,” he says.

For a moment the world seems to be spinning around my head. There'saroaring in my ears, and | feel
weak at the knees. It's a good thing I'm sitting down. Then | begin to integrate everything and realize just
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what's going on. Janis is pregnant—she's got a neonate growing inside her body like an encapsulated
tumor, the way humans used to incubate their young in the wild, back before civilization. Presumably
she and her husband had sex, and she was fertile. "She must be—" | say, then cover my mouth. Fertile.

"Y es, she and Norm are very happy," Mr. Harshaw says, nodding enthusiastically. He looks satisfied
with something. "We're all very happy for them, even if it means we do have to train up anew librarian.”

"WEell, I'd be happy to see, | mean, to try," | begin, flustered, wondering, Did she ask the medics to make
her fertile? Or, a sneaking and horrible suspicion, Are we aready fertile? | know menstruation was some
kind of metabolic sign that went with being a prehistoric female, but | didn't really put it all together

until now. Having a child is hard—you have to actively seek medical assistance—and having one grow
inside your body is even harder. The idea that the orthohuman bodies they've put us in are so ortho that
we could automatically generate random human beings if we have sex is absolutely terrifying. | don't
think the dark ages medics had incubators, and if | got pregnant | might actually have to go through a
live childbirth. In fact, if Samand | had—"Excuse me, but where's the rest room?"' | ask.

"It's the second door through there, on the left." Mr. Harshaw smiles to himself as| make a dash for it.
He's still smiling five minutes later as | make my way back into his office, forcing my face into a maskof
composure, refusing to acknowledge the stomach cramps that took me to the stalls. "Are you al right?"
he asks.

"I am, now," | say. "I'm sorry about that, must be something | ate."

"It's perfectly al right. If you'd like to come with me, perhaps we can visit the library and | can
introduce you to Janis, seeif you get along?"

| nod, and we head out front to catch ataxi. | think I'm doing pretty well for someone who's just had her
worldview turned upside down and whacked on with a hammer. How long does a neonate take to grow,
about thirty megs? It puts a whole new face on the experiment. | have a sinking sense that | must have
implicitly agreed to this. Somewhere buried in the small print of the release | signed there'll be some
clause that can be interpreted as saying that | consent to be made fertile and if necessary to become
pregnant and bring to term an infant in the course of the study. It's the sort of shitty trick that Fiore and
his friends would delight in slipping past us while we're vulnerable.

After afew minutes| realize that the oversight we were promised by an independent ethics committee
isn't worth a bucket of warm—whatever. The extreme scenario would be for us femalesto all get
pregnant and deliver infants, in which case the experimenters are going to be responsible for the care of
about a hundred babies, none of whom gave their consent to be raised in a simulated dark ages
environment without access to decent medical care, education, or socialization. Any responsible ethics
oversight committee would shit a brick if you suggested running an experiment like that. So | suspect
the ethics oversight committee isn't very ethical, if indeed it exists at all.

file:///K|/eM ul e/l ncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20Gl asshouse620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (91 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

I'm thinking these thoughts as Mr. Harshaw tells our zombie driver to take us to the municipal library.
Thelibrary isin apart of town | haven't visited before, on the same block as City Hall and what Mr.
Harshaw points out to me as the police station. "Police station?' | ask, looking blank.

"Y es, where the police hang out." He looks at me asif I'm very slightly mad.
"I would have thought the crime rate here was too low to need areal police force,” | say.
"Sofaritis," hereplies, with asmile | can't interpret. "But things are changing."

Thelibrary isalow brick building, with a glass facade opening onto a reception area, and turnstiles
leading into a couple of big rooms full of shelves. There are books—bound sheaves of dumb paper—on
al the shelves, and there are alot of shelves. In fact, I've never seen so many booksin my life. It's
ironic, realy. My netlink could bring a million times as much information to me on awhim, if it was
working. But in the informationally impoverished society we're restricted to, these rows of dead trees
represent the total wealth of available human knowledge. Static, crude scratchings are all we're to be
permitted, it seems. "Who can access these?' | ask.

“I'll leave it to Janisto explain the procedures," he says, running his hand over his shiny crown, "but
anyone who wants can withdraw—borrow—~books from the lending department. The reference
department is a bit different, and there's also the private collection.” He clears histhroat. "That's
confidential, and you're not supposed to lend it to anyone who isn't authorized to read it. That probably
sounds dramatic, by the way, but it's actually not very romantic. We just keep alot of the documentation
for the project on paper, so we don't need to violate the experimental protocol by bringing in advanced
knowledge-management tools, and we have to store the paper somewhere when it's not in use, so we use
the library." He holds the door open. "Let's go find Janis, shall we? Then we'll have lunch. We can
discuss whether you want to work here, and if so, what your pay and conditions will be, and then if you
take the job, we can work out when you'll start training."

JANIS s skinny and blond, with a haggard, worried-looking expression and long, bony hands that flutter
like trapped insects as she describes things. After having to put up with Jen's machinations, she'slike a
breath of fresh air. On my first day | arrive at my new job early, but Janis is already there. She whisks
me into adingy little staff room round the back of one of the bookcases that 1'd never suspected existed
on yesterday's tour.

"I'm so glad you're here," she tells me, clasping her hands. "Tea? Or coffee? We've got both"—there's an
electric kettle in the corner and she switches it on—"but someone's going to have to run out and fetch
some milk soon." She sighs. "Thisisthe staff room. When there's nobody about, you can take your
breaks here or go out for lunch—we close between noon and one o'clock—and there's also aterminal
into the library computer.” She points at a boxy device not unlike a baby television set, connected by a
coiled cable to a panel studded with buttons.
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"Thelibrary has acomputer?' | say, intrigued. "Can't | just use my netlink?"

Janis flushes, her cheeks turning pink. "I'm afraid not," she apologizes. "They make us use them just like
the ancients would have, through a keyboard and screen.”

"But | thought none of the ancient thinking machines survived, except in emulation. How do we know
what its physical manifestation looked like?"

"I'm not sure." Janis looks thoughtful. "Do you know, | hadn't thought of that? |'ve got no idea how they
designed it! It's probably buried in the experimental protocol somewhere—the nonclassified bits are all
online, if you want to go looking. But listen, we don't have time for that now." The kettle boils, and she
busies herself for a minute pouring hot water into two mugs full of instant coffee granules. | study her
indirectly while her back's turned. There's not much sign of her pregnancy yet, although | think there
might be a dlight bulge around her waist—her dressis cut so that it's hard to tell. "First, | want to get you
started on how the front desk works, on the lending side. We've got to keep track of who's borrowed
what books, and when they're due back, and it's the easiest thing to start you on. So"—she hands me a
coffee mug—"how much do you know about library work?"

| learn over the course of the morning that "library work™ covers such an enormous area of information
management that back during the dark ages, before libraries became self-organizing constructs, people
used to devote their entire (admittedly short) lives to studying the theory of how best to manage them.
Neither Janis—nor |—is remotely qualified to be areal dark age librarian, with their esoteric mastery
of catal ogue systems and controlled information classification vocabularies, but we can run a small
municipal lending library and reference section with a bit of scurrying around and alot of patience. |
seem to have some historic skillsin that direction, and unlike my experience with arc welding, | haven't
erased all of them. | can remember my alphabet and grasp the decimal classification scheme
immediately, and the way each book has aticket in an envelope inside the front cover that has to be
retained when it's loaned out makes sense, too . . .

It's only by midafternoon, when we've taken a grand total of five returns and had one visitor who
borrowed two books (on Aztec culture and the care and feeding of carnivorous plants), that | begin to
wonder why Y FH-Polity needs anything as exotic as a full-time librarian.

"I don't know," Janis admits over a cup of teain the staff room, her feet stretched out under the rickety
white-painted wooden table. "It can get a bit busy—wait until six o'clock, when most people are on their
way home from work, that's when we get most of our borrowers—but really, they don't need me. A
zombie could do the job perfectly well." She looks pensive. "l suspect it's more to do with finding
employment for people who ask for it. It's one of the drawbacks of the entire experiment. We don't exist
in a closed-circuit economy, and if they don't constantly provide jobs for people, it'll al fall apart. So
what we're left with is a situation where they pretend to pay us and we pretend to work. At least until
they merge the parishes.”
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"Merge the—there are more?"

"So I'm told." She shrugs. "They're introducing us in small stages, so that we know who our neighbors
are before we get linked into alarge community and everything goes to pieces.”

"Isn't that a bit of a pessimistic attitude?" | ask.
"Maybe s0." She flashesme arare grin. "But it'sarealistic one."

| think I'm going to like Janis, her ironic sense of humor notwithstanding: | feel comfortable around her.
We're going to work well together. "And the other stuff? The restricted archive? The computer?”

She waves it off. "All you need to know is, once aweek Fiore comes and we unlock the closed room and
leave him alonein it for an hour ortwo. If he wants to take any papers away, we log them and nag him
until he brings them back."

"Anyone else?"

"Well." She looks thoughtful. "1f the Bishop shows up, you give him access to all areas." She pullsa
face. "And don't ask me about the computer, nobody told me much about how to useit, and | don't really
understand the thing, but if you want to tinker with it during a slack period, be my guest. Just remember
everything islogged.” She catches my eye. "Everything," she repeats, with quiet emphasis.

My pulse quickens. "On the computer? Or off it?"

"Book withdrawals," she says. "Possibly even what pages people look at. Y ou notice they're all
hardcovers? Y ou'd be surprised how small even the dark age technés could make a tracking device. Y ou
could build them into book spines, able to sense which pages the reader was opening the book to. All
without violating protocol."

"But protocol—" | stop. The television doesn't ook very complex, technically, but isit? Really? What
goes into a machine like that? There must be either cameras or areally complex rendering system. . .

"The dark ages weren't just dark, they were fast. We're talking about the period when our ancestors went
from needing an abacus to add two numbers together to building the first emotional machines. They
went from witch doctors with poisonous chemicals—who couldn't even reattach a cleanly severed limb
—to tissue regeneration, full control of the proteome and genome, and growing body parts to order.
From using rockets to get into orbit to the first tethered lift systems. And they did all that in less than
three gigs, ninety old-time years."

She pausesfor asip of tea. "It isvery easy for us moderns to underestimate the dark age orthos. But it'sa
habit you'll shed after you've been here for awhile, and to give them their due, the clergy—the
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experimenters—have been here longer than the rest of us. Even Harshaw, and he works for them." She
pronounces his name with distaste, and | wonder what he's done to offend her.

"Y ou think they've got more of a handle on this than we do?' | ask, intrigued.

"Damnright.” (Yes, she says "damn": she's obvioudly getting into the spirit of things, speaking in the
archaic slang the real old-timers would have used.) "I think there's more going on here than meets the
eye. They've made alot more progress toward stabilizing this society than you'd expect for just five
megs of runtime." Her eyes flicker sharply toward a corner of the room right above the door, and |

follow the direction of her gaze. "In part it's because they can see everything, hear everything, including
this. In part."

"But surely that's not all?
She smiles at me enigmatically. "Break's over, kid. Time to go back to work."

| get home late, bone-tired from filing returned books and standing behind a counter for hours. | have a
gnawing sense of apprehension as | walk in the door. The lights are on in the living room and | can hear
the television. | head for the kitchen first to get something to eat, and that's where | am when Sam finds
me.

"Where've you been?' he demands.
"Work." | attack atin of vegetable soup and aloaf of bread tiredly.
"Oh." Pause. "So what are you doing?"

He's put the butter in the refrigerator so it's as hard as arock. "Training to be the new city librarian.
Three days aweek at present, but it's an eleven-hour day."

"Oh."

He bends over to put a dirty plate in the washing machine. | manage to stop him just in time—it's full of
clean stuff. "No, you need to unload it first, okay?"

"Huh." He looks irritated. " So the city needs a new librarian?"
"Yes." | don't owe him any explanations, do I1? Do |?

"Do you know Janis?'
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"Janis—" He looks thoughtful. "No. I didn't even know we had alibrary."
"She's leaving in a couple of months, and they need someone to replace her."

He begins to remove plates from the bottom tray in the washing machine and stack them on the work-
top. "She doesn't like the job? If it's so bad, why are you taking it?"

"It's not that." | finally get the soup out of the can and into a saucepan on the red-glowing burner. "She's
leaving because she's pregnant.” | turn round to watch him. He's focusing on the dishwasher, pointedly
ignoring me. Still sulking, | suspect.

"Pregnant? Huh." He sounds a little surprised. "Why would anyone want to have a baby in—"

"We'refertile, Sam."

| manage to catch the plates he was unloading just in time. | straighten up, about half a meter from his
nose, and he'stoo flustered to avoid my gaze.

"We'refertile?

"That's what Janis says, and judging by her state, | think she's probably got the evidence to proveit.” |
scowl at him for a moment, then turn back to the soup pan. "Got a bowl! for me?’

"Ye-yes." The poor guy sounds genuinely shaken. | don't blame him—I've had afew hoursto think
about it, and I'm still getting used to the idea. "I'll just find one—"

"Think about it. We signed up to join the study knowing it would run for a hundred megs, yes? Funny
thing about libraries: Y ou can look things up in them. The gestation time for a human neonate in a host
body is twenty-seven to twenty-eight megs. Meanwhile, we're all fertile, and we've been told we can
earn points toward our eventual termination bonuses by fucking. The historical conception rate for
healthy orthos having sex while fertile is roughly thirty percent per menstrual cycle. What does that
sound like to you?"

"But I, I—I mean, you could have—" Sam holds a soup bowl in front of himself asif it's some kind of
shield, and he's trying to keep me at bay.

| glareat him. "Don't say it."
"|—" He swallows. "Here, takeit."

| take the bowl.
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"I think I know what you thought | was going to say and you're right and | take it back even though |
didn't say it. All right?' He saysit very fast, running the words together asif he's nervous.

"You didn't say it."

| put the bow! down very carefully, because there really is no need to throw it at his head, and also
because, once | cam down afraction, | realize that in point of fact he'sright, and he didn't say that if I'd
fucked him the other night and become pregnant it would have been all my own fault. Smart Sam.

"It takes two to hold a grudge match.” | lick my lips. "Sam, I'm very sorry about the other night." What
comes next is hard to force out. "1 shouldn't have taken advantage of you. |'ve been going through a bad
patch, but that's no excuse. I'm not—I've never been—particularly good at self-restraint, but it won't
happen again." And if it does, you won't get an apology like this, that's for sure. "Much as | like you,
you're not big on poly and this, this shit—" My shoulders are shaking.

"Y ou don't have to apologize," he says, and takes a step forward. Before | know what's happening he's
hugging me, and it really is good to feel his arms around me. "It's my fault, too. | should have more self-
control and | knew all along you were getting interested in me, and | shouldn't have put myself in a
position where you might have thought—"

| sniff. "Shit!" | yell, and let go of him then spin round.

The soup is boiling over and there's a nasty smell from the burner. | kill the power and grab the handle to
shift it somewhere safe, then hunt around for something to mop it up with. While I'm doing that Sam,
like azombie with a priority instruction, keeps methodically unloading the washing machine and
transferring crockery to the cupboards. Eventually | get what's left of my soup into a bowl and pile my
slices of bread on a plate, wondering why | didn't just use the microwave oven in thefirst place.

"By thetime| get to eat this, it'll al be cold."
"My fault." He looks apologetic. "If 1'd let you get on with it—"

"Uh-huh." We're apologizing to each other for breathing loudly, what's wrong with us? "Listen, here'sa
guestion for you. Y ou know the contract you, uh, signed—do you remember if there was a maximum
duration on participation?"

"A maximum?' He looks startled. "It just said minimum one hundred megs. Why?"

"Figures." | pick up my plate and bowl and head toward the living room. "Human neonates hatched in
the wild in primitive conditions took at least half a gigasec to reach maturity."
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"Are you"—nhe's following me—"saying what | think you're saying?"

| put my bowl and plate down on the end table beside the sofa and perch on the arm, because if | sit on
the sof g, it'll try to swallow me for good. "Why don't you tell me what you think I'm saying?"

"I don't know." Which means he doesn't want to say. He sits down at the other end of the sofa and stares
at me. "We're being watched, aren't we? All the time. Do you think it's wise to talk about it?"

| blow on my soup to speed evaporative cooling. "No, but there's no point being paranoid, is there?
There are going to be a hundred of usin herein time, at least. | suspect we outnumber the experimenters
twenty to one. Are you telling me they're going to monitor the real-time take on everything we say to
each other, aswe say it? A ot of the netlink score incidents are preprogrammed—just events we happen
to trigger. Someone has an orgasm in proximity to their spouse, netlink triggers. A bunch of zombies see
someone damaging property or removing clothing in public, their netlinks trigger. It doesn't mean
someone is sitting on the switch watching the monitors all the time. Does it?"

(Actualy it's possible that thisis the case, if we're in a panopticon prison run by spooks rather than half-
assed academics, but I'm not going to tell themthat | know this, assuming they exist. No way. Especially
as| don't know why | know this.)

"But if we're being watched—"

"Listen." | put my spoon down. "We are here for a minimum of three years, maximum term unspecified,
and we are fertile. That sounds to me like what they've got in mind involves breeding a population of
genuine dark ages citizens. Thisis a separate polity, in case you'd forgotten, which meansit has a
defensible frontier—the assembler that generated these bodies we're wearing. Assemblers don't just
make things, they filter things: They're firewalls. Polities are de facto independent networks of tightly
connected T-gates defined by the firewalls that shield their edges from whatever tries to come in through
their longjump T-gates. Their borders, in other words. But you can have a polity without internal T-
gates; what definesit is the frontier, not the interior. We're functioning under Y FH's rules. Doesn't that
mean that anyone born into the place will be under the same rules, too?"

"But what about freedom of movement?' Sam looks antsy. "Surely they can't stop them if they want to
emigrate?

"Not if they don't know there's an outside universe to emigrate to,” | say grimly. | take a spoonful of
soup and wince, burning the roof of my mouth. "Ouch. We aren't supposed to talk about our earlier lives.
What if they tighten the score system a bit more, so that mentioning the outside in front of children, or in
public, costs us points? Then how are the nubes going to figure it out?"

"That's crazy." He jerks his head from side to side emphatically. "Why would anyone want to do that? |
can understand the original purpose of the experiment, to research the social circumstances of the dark
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ages by experimental archaeology. But trying to create a whole population of orthos, stuck in this crazy
dark ages sim and not even knowing it's a historical re-enactment rather than thereal universe. . . !"

“I'm not sure yet," | say tiredly. "I'm not at al sure what it's about. But that's the point. We're missing
essential data.”

"Right, right." He looks pained. "Do you suppose it's anything to do with why they were picking people
straight out of memory surgery?”

"Yes, that's got to be part of it." | gaze at him across a cold continental rift of sofa. "But that's only a
part." | was going to say we have to get out of here, but that's not enough anymore. And despite what
I've just said publicly, there's stuff that I'm not going to talk about. Like, | don't think we'll ever be
allowed out. | don't know if thiswill ever end. If the child thing is true, they may be prepared to hold us
here indefinitely, or worse. And that's leaving aside the most important questions: Why? And why us?

| go to work the next day, and the one after that, and by the end of my third day | am exhausted. | mean,
shattered. Library work doesn't sound asiif it should be hard, but when you're working for eleven hours
with aone-hour break in the middle for lunch, it wears you down. The daytime is almost empty, but
there's a small rush of custom every evening around six o'clock, and | have to scurry to and fro hunting
for tickets, filing returned books, collecting fines, and getting things sorted out. Then in the morning |
end up pushing atrolley loaded with books around the shelves, returning the borrowed items and sorting
out anything that's been put back on a shelf out of sequence. If there's any time left over, | end up
dusting the shelves that are due for cleaning.

"How do you know the books know when they're being read?’ | ask Janis, halfway through my second
morning. "l mean, take thisone." | heft it where she can seeit, a big green clothbound sheaf of papers
with atitle like The Home Vegetable Garden.

"Look." Janistakes it from me and bends the cover back, so that the plastic protective sleeve on the
spine bends.

| look. "Aha." | can just see something like a squashed fly in there, two hair-fine antennae running up to
the stitching atop the spine. "Those are . . . 7'

"Fiber optics. That's my guess." Janis humsto herself as she closes the book and slides it back into the
trolley. "I don't think they can hear you, but they can sense which page is open and track your eyeballs.
The experimenters have been careful to give us al different faces, and we all have two working eyes.
That's no accident. Not all the ancients had that. If you want to read a book secretly, you need mirrored
sunglasses and a timer, so you turn each page after the same amount of time."

"How do you know all this?' | ask admiringly. "Y ou sound like a professional—" The word spy is on the
tip of my tongue, but | swallow it with alittle shiver.
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"Before | checked into the clinic, | used to be a detective." She gives me along look. "It'sa skill set |
didn't ask them to erase. Thought it might come in handy in my new life."

"Then what did you—" | stop myself just in time. "Forget | asked."

"By all means." She chuckles drily. "Listen, they tell me that it's normal for me to check into hospital a
week or two before the delivery, and to stay there for a couple of weeks afterward. Can I"—she sounds
tentative—"ask a big favor of you?"

"What? Sure," | say blankly.

"I figure I'm going to be in bed alot of the time, bored out of my mind, and there's only so much
television you can watch in aday, and Norm is working, so he can't keep me company. Would you mind
visiting me and bringing me some library books? So | don't lose track?"

"Why, I'd be delighted to!" | say it with perfect sincerity, because | mean it. If | ever ended up in some
kind of dark ages hospital for three or four cycles|'d want visitors. "You'll let me know what you want,
al right?'

"Thank you." Janis sounds grateful. "Now if you could just get the footstool, these go on the top shelf
and | can't reach as high as you can."

On my third day I'm due to meet up with Jen and Angel and Alice and do lunch. Jen's picked the
Dominion Cafe as today's venue, and | walk there from the library, whistling tunelessly. I'm feeling
unaccountably smug. I've found something new to do, I've got a source of income all of my own, | know
things that the ladies who lunch haven't got a clue about, and if only | wasn't spending half my waking
hoursin fear of the future and wishing | could get out of this glass-walled prison and hook up with Kay
again, I'd probably be quite happy.

The Dominion Cafeisalot plusher than the name makesit sound, and | feel abit underdressed as the
maitre d' ushers me to the booth where Jen is holding court. Here | am in a plain skirt and sweater, while
Jen wears ever-more-exotic concoctions of spun bug spit and must spend three or four hours a day on
her makeovers and hair. Angel isn't so much trying to ape her as getting tugged along in the undertow,
and Alice looks a bit uncomfortable in their presence. But what do | care? They're people to talk to, and
we're chained together by the mutual scorefile so | can't ignore them. This must be how the ancients
used to feel about their families.

"Hello al," | say, pulling out achair. "And how are you today?"

Jen waves at ametal bucket on a stand, with some kind of cloth draped over it. "Livin' large!l" she
announces. "Girls, aglass for Reeve. Won't you join usin alittle Chateau L afitte ‘597"

file://IK|/eMule/lncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20G| asshouse?620(v1.0)%20[ html].html (100 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

"A little—" She whisks the cloth off the bucket, and | seeit's full of ice packed around a green glass
bottle.

"Champagne,” Alice says, alittle apologetically. "Fizzy wine."
"I wouldn't say no." Angel holds out afluted glass while Jen picks up the bottle and pours.

"Why, isthere something in particular to celebrate?' Jen and Angel don't normally do their drinking
before sunset. So | figure it must be good.

"Well." Jen's eye sparkles wickedly. "Y ou might think it was something to do with your correcting your
last social shortcoming at long last.” | feel my face heating. "But that's not it." Bitch. "It'sjust that thisis
Alice'slast drink for sometime."

"Excuse me?' | say, unsure what's going on.

"About eight monthsto go," Alice says, dabbing at her lips with a napkin. Her eyes flicker from meto
Jen and back again, asif looking for an offer of help.

"|—" | stop. Lick my lips. "Y ou're pregnant?"
"Yes." Alice nods, aquick up and down. She doesn't look happy. Jen, however, looks ecstatic.

"Here'sto Alice and her baby!" She raises a glass of bubbly, and | echo the gesture because it would be
rude not to, but as | take a mouthful of the sweet, fizzy wine | catch Alice's eye, and it'slike there'sa
static discharge—I can see exactly what she's thinking.

"To your very good health," | tell her over the rim of my glass, and I'm pretty sure she gets the unspoken
message because her shoulders lump dlightly, and she takes a small sip from her own glass. | ook at
Jen. "And you?' | ask, before | can apply the brakes to my motor mouth.

Jen doesn't crack a smile. "Shouldn't be too long now," she remarks, calmly enough. "Then you can buy
me a bottle of champagne too, eh?’

| manage to summon up the ghost of a grin from somewhere. "Y ou must want a baby badly."

"Of course! And I'm not just going to stop at one." Jen smiles at me sympathetically. "Of course, | heard
all about your job. It must be very difficult.”

"It's not so bad,” | manage, before retreating into the glass. Bitch. "You know Janis is pregnant, too?" I'll
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bet you do. "I'm training to be her replacement.” What isthis, let's all overload the life-support system
week? "It's going to mean more work for the rest of us."

"Oh, you'll be next," Jen says, with acasual, airy certainty that makes my blood run cold. "You'll see
things differently when you've got one of your own. | say, waiter! Waiter! Where's our menu?"

9

_Secret

TIME passes fast, mostly because | spend the afternoon with my nose buried in the encyclopedia, trying
to remedy my desperate ignorance of dark ages reproductive politics. Which | senseis putting me at a
dangerous disadvantage.

The next day isthefirst of four days off. | sleep until well after Sam's departed for the office. Then | go
downstairs and work out. Of the nine other houses on our stretch of road, one is now occupied by Nicky
and Wolf—but Wolf has ajob and Nicky, who islazy beyond my wildest aspirations, sleeps in until
noon. So | get in agood hour-long run, by the end of which I'm sweated up but not breathless or aching
anymore. It's spring in our biome, and the trees and flowers are beginning to blossom. The air isfull of
the airborne seminiferous dust shed by the hermaphroditic vegetation. It tickles my nose, making me
sneeze, but some of the scents that accompany it—attractants for insects—are nice.

After exercise | shower, dressin respectable clothes, and head downtown to the hardware store to spend
some of my money. | feel better about spending it, knowing it's not Sam's money, even though | realize
thisis stupid because it's just meaningless scrip issued to keep the experiment working, not real
currency. | come away from the store with abrazing torch, flux, solder, lots and lots of copper wire, and
some other odds and ends. Then | go shopping for domestic items.

| hit the drugstore first, armed with a shopping list of things I'd never heard of until yesterday—things
the encyclopedia listed under sexual health. Unfortunately, just knowing what to ask for doesn't trandlate
into being able to buy it, and | gradually figure out that the omissions make a pattern. | can understand
them not having progestogen-based medications on general sale. But why are there no absorbent
sponges? Or the plastic penile sheaths | read about? After about half an hour of searching | conclude that
the drugstore is useless by design. | ran across a rather shocking article on religious beliefs about sex and
reproduction, and it looks like our drugstore was stocked on the basis of instructions from eclecticist
hierophants. Something tells me that the lack of contraceptivesis not an accident. I'm just surprised |
haven't aready heard people grumbling about it.

| have better luck in the department store, where | buy a new microwave oven, some clip-on spotlights,
and afew other items. Then | go hunting for a craft shop. It takes me awhile to find what 1'm looking
for, but in the end | discover one tucked in a corner of the shop, inside a pulp carton—a small wooden
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loom, suitable for weaving cloth. | buy it along with a whole bunch of woolen thread, just so nobody
raises any eyebrows. Then | catch ataxi home and install my loot in the garage, along with the
unfinished crossbow and the other projects.

It's time to get things moving. It'stime | stopped kidding myself that | can fight my way out of here, and
time that | stopped kidding myself that they're going to let me go in (I checked the calendar) another
ninety-four megaseconds. Forget the crossbow and the other toys I've been playing with. I've got a stark
choice. | can conform like everyone else, go native in the pocket polity they've established, settle down
and get on with the job of creating a generation of innocents who don't even know there's another
universe outside. Who knows? After a gigasecond, will | even remember | had another life? It's not as if
my presurgery self left me muchtoholdonto. ..

Or | can try to find out what's really going on. Fiore and his shadowy boss, Bishop Y ourdon, are doing
something with this polity, that much isclear. Thisisn't just a straightforward experimental archaeol ogy
commune. Too many aspects of the setup turn out to be just plain wrong when you examine them
closely. If | can figure out what they're trying to do, maybe | can discover away out.

Which iswhy | spend a personal infinity laboriously stripping reel after reel of copper wire of its
insulation and threading it onto the loom. The first step in figuring out what's going on is to get myself
some privacy. | need a shoulder bag lined with woven copper mesh to accompany the bug-zapper (my
repurposed microwave oven), and there's no way | could order a Faraday cage from one of the stores
without setting off alarms.

It takes me nearly two weeks to weave a square meter of copper wire broadcloth, working in darkness by
touch alone. It's really fiddly stuff to work with. The strands keep breaking or bending, it takes ages to
strip the insulation, and besides, I've got aday job to go to.

Janisis complaining about minor back pains and spending alot of time in the toilet each morning,
coming out looking pale. There are fewer wisecracks and jokes from her, which is a shame. She's
beginning to bulge around the waist, too. She's putting a brave face on it, but | think underneath it all
she'sterrified. The prospect of giving birth like an animal (with all the attendant risk and pain) is enough
to scare anybody, even if it didn't come with the added horror of being chained down in this place for the
indefinite hereafter, the product of your blood and sweat held hostage against your cooperation. What |
want to know is, why isn't there a resistance movement? | suppose in a panopticon anyone organizing
such athing would have to be very quiet about it—or very naive—but | can't help wondering why |
haven't seen any signs of even covert defiance.

| checked the Y FH-Polity constitution in the library (there's a copy on alectern out front, for everybody
to read) and what's missing from it is as important as what's there. There's a bill of rights that explicitly
includes the phrase "right to life" (which, if you read some dark ages histories, doesn't mean what a
naive modern would think it means), and it goes on to explicitly waive all expectations of aright to
privacy, which means they can enforce it against my will. Ick. The constitution is a public protocol
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specification defining the parameters within which YFH's legal system operates. Before | came here, it
seemed irrelevant, but now it terrifies me—and | notice that it says nothing about a commitment to
freedom of movement. That's been an axiom for virtually all human polities, ever since the end of the
censorship wars mopped up the last nests of Curious Y ellow and the memetic dictatorships. Not that
you'll find any such knowledge in our shelves; history stopsin 2050, as far as your reading in this library
goes, and anyway, everything after 2005 is accessible only viathe computer terminals, using an arcane
conversational text interface that I'm still fumblingly trying to explore.

| seerelatively little of Sam during thistime. After our argument, indeed ever since the halfhearted
reconciliation, he's withdrawn from me. Maybe it's the shock of learning about his reproductive
competence, but he's very distant. Before that nightmare, before | messed up everything between us, I'd
hug him when he got home from work. We'd have a laugh together, or chat, and we were (I'm sure of
this) growing close. But since that night and our argument, we haven't even touched. | feel isolated and a
bit afraid. If we did touch I'd—I don't know. Let's be honest about this: | have an active sex drive, but
the thought of getting pregnant in here scares the shit out of me. And while there are other things we
could do if we were inclined to intimacy, | find the whole situation is a very effective turnoff. So | can't
really blame Sam for avoiding me as much as he can. The sooner he gets out of here the sooner he can
rush off in search of hisromantic love—assuming the bitch didn't give up on him and go in search of a
poly nucleusto joyfully exchange bodily fluids with about five seconds after he joined the experiment.
Sam broods, and, knowing his luck, he's fixated on someone | wouldn't give the time of day to.

That'slife for you.

FOUR weeks into my new job, twelve weeks before Janis is due to go on maternity leave, | have another
wake-up-screaming nightmare.

Thistime things are different. For one thing, Sam isn't there to hold me when | wake up. And for
another, | know with cold certainty that this oneistrue. It's not smply a hideous dream, it's something
that actually happened to me. Something that wasn't meant to be erased back at the clinic.

I'm sitting at a desk in a cramped rectangular room with no doors or windows. The walls are the color of
old gold, dulled but iridescent, rainbows of diffraction coming off them whenever | look away from the
desk. I'm in an orthohuman male body, not the mecha battlecorpse of my previous nightmare, and I'm
wearing asimple tunic in alivery that | vaguely recognize as belonging to the clinic of the surgeon-
confessors.

On the desk in front of me sits a stack of rough paper sheets, handwoven with ragged edges. | made the
stuff myself along time ago, and any embedded snitches in it have long since died of old age. In my left
hand | hold a simple ink pen with a handle made of bone that | carved from the femur of my last body—
alittle personal conceit. There's a bottle of ink at the opposite side of the desk, and | recall that procuring
thisink cost a surprising amount of time and money. The ink has no history. The carbon soot particles
suspended in it are isotopically randomized. Y ou can't even tell what region of the galaxy it came from.
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Anonymous ink for a poison pen. How suitable. . .

I'm writing aletter to someone who doesn't exist yet. That person is going to be alone, confused,
probably very frightened indeed. | feel aterrible sympathy for him in hisloneliness and fear, because
I've been there myself, and | know what he's going through. And I'll be right there with him, living
through every second of it. (Something's wrong. The letter | remember reading back in rehab was only
three pages, but this stack is much thicker. What's happening?) | hunch over the desk, gripping the pen
tightly enough that it forms a painful furrow beside the first joint of my middle finger as | scratch
|aborious tracks across the fibrous sheets.

As | remember the sensations in my fingers, the somatic memory of writing, | get a horrible sense of
certainty, adeep conviction that | really did send myself a twenty-page letter from the past, stuff |
desperately needed to see—of which only three pages were allowed to reach me.

Dear sdlf:

Right now you're wondering who you are. | assume you're over the wild mood swings by
now and can figure out what other people's emotional states signify. If not, | suggest you
stop reading immediately and leave this letter for later. There's stuff in here that you will

find disturbing. Accessit too soon, and you'll probably end up getting yourself killed.

Who are you? And who am |?

The answer to that question isthat you are me and | am you, but you lack certain key
memories—most importantly, everything that meant anything to me from about two and a
half gigaseconds ago. That's an awfully long time. Back before the Acceleration most
humans didn't live that long. So you're probably asking yourself why |—your earlier self—
might want to erase all those experiences. Were they really that bad?

No, they weren't. In fact, if | hadn't gone through deep memory surgery a couple of times
before, I'd be terrified. There's stuff in here, stuff in my head, that | don't want to lose.
Forgetting is alittle like dying, and forgetting seventy Urth-years of memoriesin onegois
alot like dying.

Luckily forgetfulness, like death, is reversible these days. Go to the House of Rishael the
Exceptional in Block 54-Honey-September in the Polity of the Jade Sunrise and, after
presenting atissue sample, ask to speak to Jordaan. Jordaan will explain how to recover
my latest imprint from escrow and how to merge the imprint block back into your mind.
It's adifficult process, but it's stuff that belongs to you and brought you deep happiness
when you were me. In fact, it's the stuff that makes me myself—and the lack of which
defineswho you are in relation to me.
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Incidentally, one of the things you'll find in the imprint is the memory of how to access a
trust fund with aquarter million écusin it.

(Yes, I'm amanipulative worm: | want you to become me again, sooner or later. Don't
worry, you're a manipulative worm, too—you must be, if you're alive to read this letter.)

Now, the basics.

Y ou are recovering from deep memory erasure surgery. Y ou are probably thinking that
once you recover you'll go and spend the usual wanderjahr looking for a vocation, find
somewhere to live, meet friends and lovers, and set up alife for yourself. Wrong. The
reason you are recovering from memory erasure surgery is that the people you work for
have noticed a disturbing pattern of events centered on the Clinic of the Blessed
Singularity run by the order of surgeon-confessors at City Zone Darke in the Invisible
Republic. People coming out of surgery are being offered places in a psychological/
historical research project aimed at probing the social conditions of the first dark age by
live role-play. Some of these people have very questionable histories: in some cases,
guestionable to the point of being fugitive war criminals.

Y our mission (and no, you don't have any choice—I already committed usto it) isto go
inside the Y FH-Polity, find out what's going on, then come back out to tell us. Sounds
simple, doesn't it?

There's a catch. The research community has been established inside aformer military
prison, a glasshouse that was used as a reprogramming and rehabilitation center after the
war. It was widely believed to be escape-proof at the time, and it's certainly a very secure
facility. Other agents have already gone in. One very experienced colleague of yours
vanished completely, and is now over twenty megs past their criticality deadline. Another
reappeared eleven megaseconds late, reported to the prearranged debriefing node, and
detonated a concealed antimatter device, killing the instance of their case officer who was
in attendance.

| believe that both agents were compromised because they were injected into the
glasshouse with extensive prebriefing and training. We have no idea what to expect on the
other side of the longjump gate into Y FH-Polity, but their security istight. We expect
extensive border firewalls and a focused counterespionage operation supported by the
surveillance facilities of a maximum-security prison. Thereislikely to be stateful
examination of your upload vector, and careful background checks before you are
admitted. Thisiswhy | am about to undergo deep memory excision. Simply put, what you
don't know can't betray you.

Incidentally, if you're experiencing lucid dreams about this stuff, it means you're overdue.
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Thisisthe secondary emergent fallback briefing.I'm about to have these memories
partially erased—unlinked, but not destroyed—before | go into the clinic in City Zone
Darke. It's amatter of erasing the associative links to the data, not the data itself. They'll
re-emerge given sufficient time, hopefully even after the surgeon-confessors go after the
other memoriesthat I'll be asking them to redact. They can't erase what | don't know I've
already forgotten.

What is the background to your mission?

| can tell you very little. Our records are worryingly incomplete, and to some extent thisis
a garbage traw! triggered by the coincidence of the names Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta
cropping up in the same place.

During the censorship wars, Curious Y ellow infected virtually every A-gate in the
Republic of Is. We don't know who released Curious Y ellow, or why, because Curious

Y ellow appears to have been created for the sole purpose of delivering a psywar payload
designed to erase all memories and data pertaining to something or other. By squatting the
assemblers, Curious Y ellow ensured that anyone who needed medical care, food, material
provisions, or just about any of the necessities of civilization, had to submit to censorship.
Needless to say, some of ustook exception to this, and the subsequent civil war—in which
the Republic of Is shattered into the current system of firewalled polities—resulted in a
major loss of data about certain key areas. In particular, the key services provided by the
Republic—a common time framework and the ability to authenticate identities—were
broken. The situation was complicated, after the defeat of the Curious Y ellow censorship
worm, by the emergence of quisling dictatorships whose |leaders took advantage of the
Curious Y ellow software to spread their own pernicious ideologies and power structures.
In the ensuing chaos, even more information was | ost.

Among the things we know very little about are the history and origins of certain military
personnel conscripted into sleeper cells by Curious Y ellow once the worm determined it
was under attack by dissidents armed with clean, scratch-built A-gates. The same goes for
the dangerous opportunists who took advantage of Curious Y ellow's payload capability in
order to set up their own pocket empires. Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta came to our attention
in connection with the psychological warfare organizations of no less than eighteen local
cognitive dictatorships. They are extraordinarily dangerous people, but they are currently
beyond our reach because they are, to put it bluntly, providing some kind of serviceto the
military of the Invisible Republic.

What we know about the sleeper cellsisthis: In the last few megasecs of the war, before
the aliance succeeded in shattering and then sanitizing the last remaining networks of
Curious Y ellow, some of the quisling dictatorships higher echelons went underground. It
Is now almost two gigaseconds since the end of the war, and most people dismiss the
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concept of Curious Y ellow revenants as fantasy. However, | don't believe in ignoring
threats just because they sound far-fetched. If Curious Y ellow readlly did create sleeper
cells, secondary pockets of infection designed to break out long after the initial wave was
suppressed, then our collective failure to pursue them is disastrously shortsighted. And |
am particularly worried because some aspects of the Y FH-Polity experimental protocol, as
published, sound alarmingly amenable to redirection along these lines.

My biggest reason for wanting you to have undergone major memory erasure prior to
injection into Y FH-Polity isthis: | suspect that when the incoming experimental subjects
are issued with new bodies, they are filtered through an A-gate infected with alive,
patched copy of Curious Y ellow. Therefore preemptive memory redaction is the only sure
way of preventing such averminiferous gate from identifying you as athreat for its
owners to eliminate.

| watch myself writing this letter to myself. | can read it as clearly asif it's engraved in my own flesh.
But | can't see any marks in the paper, because my old self has forgotten to dip hispenin theink, and
he's long since fallen to scratching invisible indentations on the coarse sheets. | seem to stand behind his
shoulder although his head is nowhere in my field of vision, and | try to scream at him, No! No! That
isn't how you do it! But nothing comes out because thisis a dream, and when | try to grab the pen, my
hand passes right through his wrist, and he keegps writing on my naked brain with hisink of blood and
neurotransmitters.

| begin to panic, because being trapped in this cell with him has brought memories flooding back in,
memories that he cunningly suppressed in order to avoid triggering Curious Y ellow's redaction factories.
It'samovable feast of horrors and exultation and life in the large. It's too much to bear, and it's too
intense, because now | remember the rest of my earlier dream of swords and armor and the reversible
massacre aboard a conditionally liberated polity cylinder. | remember the way our A-gate glitched and
crashed at the end of the rescue as we threw the last severed head into its maw, and the way Loral turned
to me, and said, "Well shit," in avoice full of world-weary disgust, and how | walked away and
scheduled myself for deep erasure because | knew if | didn't, the memory of it all would drag me awake
screaming for years to come—

—And I'm awake, and | make it to the toilet just in time before my stomach squeezes convulsively and
tries to climb up my throat and escape.

| can't believe | did those things. | don't believe | would have committed such crimes. But | remember
the massacre asif it was yesterday. And if those memories are false, then what about the rest of me?

NOT entirely by coincidence, the next day is my first run with the shoulder bag. It started life asa
rectangular green vinyl affair. It now sports a black nylon lining that I've stitched together with much
swearing and sucking of pricked fingertips to conceal the gleaming copper weave glued to itsinside. It
looks like a shopping bag until | fold over the inner flap. Then it looks like afull shopping bag with a
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black flap covering the contents. Right now it contains a carton of extremely strong ground espresso, a
filter cone, and several small itemsthat are individually innocuous but collectively damning if you know
what you're looking at. It's a good thing the bag 1ooks anonymous, because unless I'm hallucinating al
my memories, what 1'm going to take home from work in that bag today will be awhole lot less
Innocuous than coffee beans.

| get into work at the usual early hour and find Janisin the staff room, looking pale and peaky.
"Morning sickness?' | ask. She nods. " Sympathies. Say, why don't you stay here, and I'll get the
returnssorted out? Put your feet up—I'll call you if anything comes up that | can't handle.”

"Thanks. I'll do just that." She leans back against the wall. "I wouldn't be here but Fiore's coming—"

"You leave that to me," | say, trying not to look surprised. | wasn't expecting him so soon, but I've got
thebag, so. ..

"Areyou sure?' she asks.

"Yes." | smilereassuringly. "Don't worry about me, I'll just let him in and leave him to get on with
things."

"Okay," she says gratefully, and | go back out and get to work.

First | pile yesterday's returns on the trolley and push them around the shelves, filing them asfast as |
can. It only takes afew minutes—most of the inmates here don't realize that reading is arecreational
option, and only a handful are borrowing regularly. But then | skip the dusting and cleaning I'm
supposed to do today. Instead, | grab my bag from behind the reception station, dump it on the bottom
shelf of thetrolley, and head for the shelvesin the reference section next to the room where the Church
documents are stored.

Into the bag goes a dictionary of sexual taboos, held in the reference shelves because some weird
interpretation of dark age mores holds that libraries wouldn't lend such stuff out. It's my cover story in
case I'm caught, something naughty but obvioudly trivial. Then | leave the trolley right where it iswith
the bag tucked away on the bottom shelf, where it's not immediately obvious. | head back to the front
desk. My palms are sweating. Fiore is due to visit the archive, which means advancing my plans. Janis
has always handled him before—but she'sill, I'm running the shop, and there's no point delaying the
inevitable. I've got all my excuses prepared, anyway. I've barely been able to sleep lately for rehearsing
them in my head.

Around midmorning a black car pulls up and parks in front of the library steps. | put down the book I'm
reading and stand up to wait behind the counter. A uniformed zombie gets out of the front and opens the
rear door, standing to one side while a plump male climbs out. His dark, oily hair shinesin the daylight:
The white slash of his clerical collar lends his face a disembodied appearance, asif it doesn't quite
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belong to the same world as the rest of his body. He walks up the steps to the front door and pushesit
open, then walks over to the desk. " Special reference section,”" he saystersely. Then he looks at my face.
"Ah, Reeve. | didn't see you here before.”

| manage asickly smile. "I'm the trainee librarian. Janisisill thismorning, so I'm looking after
everything in her absence.”

"[11?" He stares at me owlishly. | look right back at him. Fiore has chosen a body that is physically
imposing but bordering on senescence, in the state the ancients called "middle age." He's overweight to
the point of obesity, squat and wide and barely taller than | am. His chins wobble as he talks, and the
pores on his nose are very visible. Right now his nostrils are flared, sniffing the air suspiciously, and his
bushy eyebrows draw together as he inspects me. He smells of something musty and organic, asif he's
spent too long in a compost heap.

"Y es, she has morning sickness," | say artlessly, hoping he won't ask where sheis.

"Morning sick—oh, | see!" His frown vanishesinstantly. "Ah, the trials we have to suffer." Hisvoice
oozes aslug-trail of sympathy. "I'm sure this must be hard for her, and for you. Just take me to the
reference room, and I'll stay out of your way, child."

"Certainly." | head for the gate at the side of the station. "If you'd like to follow me?* He knows exactly
where we're going, the old toad, but he's a stickler for appearances. | lead him to the locked door in the
reference section, and he produces a small bunch of keys, muttering to himself, and opensit. "Would
you like a cup of teaor coffee?’ | ask hesitantly.

He pauses and gives me the dead-fish stare again. "Isn't that against library regulations?' he asks.

"Normally yes, but you're not going to be in the library proper,” | babble, "you're in the archive and
you're aresponsible person so | thought I'd offer—"

He stops being interested in me. " Coffee will be fine. Milk, no sugar.” He disappears into the room,
leaving his keys with the lock.

Now. Heart pounding, | head for the staff room. Janis is snoozing when | open the door. She sits up with
a start, looking pale. "Reeve—"

“It'sall right," | say, crossing over to the kettle and filling it up. "Fiore's here, | let him in. Listen, why
don't you go home? If you're feeling ill, you shouldn't really be here, should you?'

"I've been thinking about thinking." Janis shakes her head. | rummage around for the coffee and filter
papers and set the stand up over the biggest mug | can find. | scoop the coffee into the paper with wild
abandon, stopping only when | realize that making it too strong for Fiore will be as bad as not getting
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him to drink it all. "Y ou shouldn't think too much, Reeve. It's bad for you."

"Isit really?' | ask abstractedly, as| pedl the foil wrapping from a small tablet of chocolate | bought at
the drugstore and crumble half of it into the coffee grounds as the kettle begins to hiss. | wad the foil
into atight ball and flick it into the wastebasket.

"If you think about getting out of here," says Janis.
"Likel said, I'll call you ataxi—"

"No, | mean out of here." | turn round and she looks at me with the expression of atrapped animal. It's
one of those moments of existential bleakness when the cocoon of lies that we spin around ourselves to
paper over the cracks in reality dissolve into slime, and we're left looking at something really ugly. Janis
has got the bug, the same one I've got, only she's got it worse. "l can't stand it anymore! They're going to
put me in hospital and make me pass a skull through my cunt, and then they're going to have alittle
accident and I'll bleed out and they'll give me to Hanta to fix with her tame censorship worm. I'll come
out of the hospital smiling like Y vonne and Patrice, and there won't be any me left, there'll be thisthing
that thinksit's me and—"

| grab her. "Shut up!"” | hissin her ear. "It's not going to happen!" She sobs, a great racking howl welling
up inside her, and if sheletsit out. I'm completely screwed because Fiore will hear us. "I've got a plan.”

"Y ou've—what?"

The kettleis boiling. I gently push away her groping hands and reach over to turn it off. "Listen. Go
home. Right now, right thisinstant. Leave Fiore to me. Stop panicking. The more isolated we think we
are, the more isolated we become. | won't let them mess with your head.” | smile at her reassuringly.
“Trust me."

"You." Janis sniffles loudly, then lets go of me and grabs atissue off the box on the table. "Y ou've got—
no, don't tell me." She blows her nose and takes a deep breath, then looks at me again, along, hard,
appraising look. "Should have guessed. Y ou don't take shit, do you?"

"Not if | can help it." | pick up the kettle and carefully pour boiling water into the funnel, where it will
damp down the coffee grounds, extract the xanthine alkaloids and dissolve the half tab of Ex-Lax hidden
in the powder, draining the sennoside glycosides and the highly diuretic caffeine into the mug of
steaming coffee that, with any luck, will give Fiore a strong urge to take ten minutes on the can about
half an hour after he drinksit. "Just try to relax. | should be able to tell you about it in a couple of daysif
things work out."

"Right. You've got aplan." She blows her nose again. "Y ou want me to go home." It's a question.
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"Y es. Right now, without letting Fiore see you here—I told him you were at home, sick."
"Okay." She manages awan smile.

| pour milk into the coffee mug, then pick it up. "I'm just going to give the Reverend his coffee,” | tell
her.

"To give—" Her eyeswiden. "I see." She takes her jacket from the hook on the back of the door. "I'd
better get out of your way, then." She grins at me briefly. "Good luck!"

And she's gone, leaving me room to pick up the mug of coffee and the other item from the sink side and
to carry them out to Fiore.

THE simplest plans are often the best.

Anything | try to do on the library computer system will be monitored, and the instant | try to find
anything interesting they'll know | know about it. It's probably there as a honeypot, to snare the overly
curious and insufficiently paranoid. Even if it isn't, | probably won't get anywhere useful—those old
conversational interfaces are not only arcane, they're feeble-minded.

To put one over on these professional paranoids is going to take skill, cunning, and lateral thinking. And
my thinking isthis: If Fiore and the Bishop Y ourdon and their fellow experimenters have one weak spot,
it'stheir dedication to the spirit of the study. They won't use advanced but anachronistic surveillance
techniques where nonintrusive ones that were available during the dark ages will do. And they won't use
informational metastructures accessible via netlink where a written manual and records on paper will do.
(Either that, or what they write on paper really is secret stuff, material that they won't entrust to alive
data system in case it comes under attack.)

The ultrasecure repository in the library is merely aroom full of shelves of paper files, with no windows
and a simple mortise lock securing the door. What more do they need? They've got us locked down in
the glasshouse, a network of sectors of anonymous orbital habs subjected to pervasive surveillance,
floating in the unmapped depths of interstellar space, coordinates and orbital e ements unknown,
interconnected by T-gates that the owners can switch on or off at will, and accessible from the outside
only viaasingle secured longjump gate. Not only that, but our experimenters appear to have arogue
surgeon-confessor running the hospital. Burglar alarms would be redundant.

After | knock on the door and pass Fiore his coffee, | go back to the reference section and while away a
few minutes, leafing through an encyclopediato pass the time. (The ancients held deeply bizarre ideas
about neuroanatomy, | discover, and especially about developmental plasticity. | guess it explains some
of their ideas about gender segregation.)

Asit happens, | don't have to wait long. Fiore comes barging into the office and looks about. "Y ou—is
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there a staff toilet here?' he demands, glancing around apprehensively. His forehead glistens beneath the
lighting tubes.

"Certainly. It's through the staff common room—thisway." | head toward the staff room at aleisurely
pace. Fiore takes short steps, breathing heavily.

"Faster," he grumbles. | step aside and gesture at the door. "Thank you," he adds as he dartsinside. A
moment later | hear him fumbling with the bolt, then the rattle of atoilet seat.

Excellent. With any luck, he'll be about his business before he looks for the toilet paper. Which is
missing because I've hidden it.

| walk back to the door to the restricted document repository. Fiore hasleft hiskey in the lock and the
door gar. Oh dear. | pull out the bar of soap, the sharp knife, and the wad of toilet paper I've left in my
bag on the bottom shelf of the trolley. What an unfortunate oversight!

| wedge my toe in the door to keep it from shutting as | pull the key out and pressit into the bar of soap,
both sides, taking care to get a clean impression. It only takes a few seconds, then | use some of the
paper to wipe the key clean and wrap up the bar, which | stash back in the bag. The key isaplain metal
instrument. While there's an outside chance that there's some kind of tracking device built into it in case
it'slogt, it isn't lost—it moved barely ten centimeters while Fiore was taking his ease. And I'm fairly
certain there are no silly cryptographic authentication tricks built into it—if so, why disguise it as an old-
fashioned mortise lock key? Mechanical mortise locks are surprisingly secure when you're defending
against intruders who're more used to dealing with software locks. Finally, if there's one place that won't
be under visual surveillance, it's Fiore's high-security document vault while the Priest is busy insideit.
Thisisthe chain of assumptions on which | am gambling my life.

| make sure my bag iswell hidden at the bottom of the trolley before | slowly make my way back to the
staff room. And | wait afull minute before | allow myself to hear Fiore calling querulously for toilet

paper.

The rest of the day passes slowly without Janis to joke with. Fiore |eaves after another hour, muttering
and grumbling about his digestion. | transfer the soap bar to the wheezing little refrigerator in the staff
room where we keep the milk. | don't want to risk its melting or deforming.

That evening, | lock up and go home with my heart in my mouth, sweat gluing my blouse to the small of
my back. It's silly of me, | know. By doing this, | risk rapid exposure. But if | don't do it, what will
happen in the longer term is worse than anything that can happen to me if they catch me with alibrary
book from the reference-only collection and a distorted bar of soap. It won't be just me who goes down
screaming. Janis knew about Curious Y ellow and was afraid of surveillance. | don't know why, or where
from, but it's an ominous sign. Who is she?
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Back home, | head for the garage before | go indoors. It's time to power up the bug zapper in anger for
the first time. The bug zapper is the cheap microwave oven | bought afew weeks ago. I've had thelid
off, and I've done some creative things with itswiring. A microwave oven is basically a Faraday cage
with a powerful microwave emitter. It's tuned to emit electromagnetic energy at awavelength that is
strongly absorbed by the water in whatever food you put inside. Well, that's no good for me, but with
some creative jiggery-pokery, I've succeeded in buggering up the magnetron very effectively. It now
emits a noisy range of wavelengths, and while it won't cook your dinner very well, it'll make areal mess
of any electronic circuits you put in it. | open the door and shake my copper-lined bag's contentsinto it,
then reach through the fabric to retrieve the bar of soap. | really don't want to fry that—Fiore might get
suspicious if he got the shits every time he went to the library while | was on duty.

| drop the oven door shut and zap the book for fifteen seconds. Then | push a button on the breadboard
I've taped to the side of the oven. No lights come on. There's nothing talking in the death cell, so it looks
like I've effectively crisped any critters riding the book's spine. Well, we'll see when | take it back to the
library, won't we? If Fiore singles me out in Church the day after tomorrow, I'll know | was wrong, but
sneaking a dirty book out of the library for an evening isn't in the same league as stealing the keys to—

The plaster of paris! Mentally, | kick myself. | nearly forgot it. | tip the right amount into an empty
yoghurt pot with shaky hands, then measure in a beaker of water and stir the mass with a teaspoon until
it begins to get so hot that | have to juggle it from hand to hand.

Ten minutes pass, and | line abaking tray with moist whitish goop (gypsum, hydrated calcium sulphate).
Hoping that it has cooled enough, | press both sides of the soap bar into it a couple of times. | have a
tense moment worrying about the soap's softening and melting, and | make the first impression too early,
while the plaster's so soft and damp that it sticks to the soap, but in the end | think I've probably got
enough to work with. So | cover the tray with a piece of cheesecloth and go inside. It's nearly ten
o'clock, I'm hungry and exhausted, tomorrow is my day off, and | am going to have to go in to work
anyway to visit Janis and make sure she's all right. But next time Fiore visits the repository, I'm going to
be ready to sneak in right after he'sleft. And then we'll see what he's hiding down there. . .

10

State

SUNDAY dawns, cool and mellow. | groan and try not to pull the bedclothes over my head. By one of
those quirks of scheduling, yesterday was aworkday for me, tomorrow is another, and I'm feeling
hammered by the prospect of two eleven-hour days. I'm not looking forward to spending half my day off
in forced proximity to score whores like Jen and Angel, but | manage to force myself out of bed and
rescue my Sunday outfit from the pile growing on the chair at the end of the room. (I need to take atrip
to the dry-cleaners soon, and spend some time down in the basement washing the stuff | can do at home.
More drudgery on my day off. Does it ever stop?)
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Downstairs, | find Sam laboriously spooning cornflakes into a bowl! of milk. He looks preoccupied. My
stomach is tight with anxiety, but | force myself to put a pan of water on the burner and carefully lower a
couple of eggsinto it. | need to make myself eat: My appetite isn't good, and with the exercise regime
I'm keeping up, | could start burning muscle tissue very easily. | glance inward at my mostly silent
netlink to check my cohort's scores for the week. As usual, I'm nearly the bottom-ranked female in the
group. Only Cassisdoing worse, and | feel afamiliar stab of anxiety. I'm nearly sure sheisn't Kay, but |
can't help feeling for her. She has to put up with that swine Mick, after all. Then my stomach does
another flip-flop as | remember something | have to do before we go.

He glances up from his bowl. "Y es?"
"Today. Don't be surprised if—if—" | can't say it.

He puts his spoon down and looks out the window. "It'sanice day." He frowns. "What's bugging you? Is
it Church?'

| manage to nod.

His eyes go glassy for a moment. Checking his scores, | guess. Then he nods. "Y ou didn't get any
pendlties, did you?'

"No. But I'm afraid I—" | shake my head, unable to continue.

"They're going to single you out," he says, evenly and slowly.

"That'sit." | nod. "I've just got afeeling, isall."

"Let them." He looks angry, and for amoment | feel frightened, then | realize that for awonder it isn't me

—he'sangry at the idea that Fiore might have ago at me in Church, indignant at the possibility that the
congregation might go along with it. Resentful. "We'll walk out."

"No, Sam." The water is boiling—I check the clock, then switch on the toaster. Boiled eggs and toast,
that's how far my culinary skills have come. "If you do that, it'll make you atarget, too. If we're both
targets. . "

"I don't care." He meets my gaze evenly, with no sign of the reticence that's been dogging him for the
past month. "1 made a decision. I'm not going to stand by and let them pick us off one by one. We've
both made mistakes, but you're the one who's most at risk in here. | haven't been fair to you and I, I"—he
stumbles for a moment—"1 wish things had turned out differently." He looks down at his bowl and
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murmurs something | can't quite make out.
"Sam?' | sit down. "Sam. Y ou can't take on the whole polity on your own." He looks sad. Sad? Why?
"I know." He looks at me. "But | feel so helpless!™

Sad and angry. | stand up and walk over to the burner, turn the heat right down. The eggs are bumping
against the bottom of the pan. The toaster isticking. "We should have thought of that before we agreed
to be locked up in this prison,” | say. | feel like screaming. With my extra-heavy memory erasure—
which | have a sneaking suspicion exceeded anything my earlier self, the one who wrote me the letter
and then forgot about it, was expecting—I'm half-surprised | got herein the first place. Certainly if 1'd
known Kay was going to dither, then pull out, I'd probably have chosen to stay with her and the good
life, assassins or no.

"Prison." He chuckles bitterly. "That's a good description for it. | wish there was some way to escape."”

"Go ask the Bishop; maybe he'll let you out early for bad behavior." | pop the toast, butter it, then scoop
both eggs out of the water and onto my plate. "l wish."

"How about we walk to Church today?' Sam suggests hesitantly, as I'm finishing breakfast. "It's about
two kilometers. That sounds along way, but—"

"It also sounds like agood ideato me," | say, before he can talk himself out of it. "I'll wear my work
shoes."

"Good. I'll meet you down here in ten minutes." He brushes against me on his way out of the kitchen,
and | startle, but he doesn't seem to notice. Something's going on inside his head, and not being able to
open up and ask is frustrating.

Two kilometers is a nice morning walk, and Sam lets me hold his hand as we stroll along the quiet
avenues beneath trees suddenly exploding with green and blue-black leaves. We have to walk through
three tunnel s between zones to get to the neighborhood of the Church—there are no lines of sight longer
than half a kilometer, perhaps because that would make it obvious that our landscapes are cut from the
inner surfaces of conic sections rather than glued to the outside of a sphere by natural gravity—but we
see barely anyone. Most folks travel to Church by taxi, and they won't be leaving their homes until we're
nearly there.

The Church service starts out anticlimactic for me, but probably not for anyone else. After leading the
congregation into a tub-thumping rendition of "First We Take Manhattan," Fiore launchesinto a
longperoration on the nature of obedience, crime, our place in society, and our duties to one another.

"Isit not true that we were placed here to enjoy the benefits of civilization and to raise a great society for
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the betterment of our children and the achievement of amorally pure state?' he thunders from the pulpit,
eyes focused glassily on an infinity that lurks just behind the back wall. "And to thisend, isn't it the case
that our social order, being the earthly antecedent of a Platonic ideal society, must be defended so that it
has room to mature and bear the fruit of utopia?' A real tub-thumper, | realize uneasily. | wonder where
he's going? People are shuffling in the row behind me; I'm not the only one with a guilty conscience.

"This being the case, can we admit to our society one who violates its cardinal rules? Must we forebear
from criticizing the sins out of consideration for the sensibilities of the sinner?' He demands. "Or for the
sensibilities of those who, unknowing, live side by side with the personification of vice incarnate?"

Hereit comes. | feel amortal sense of dread, my stomach loosening in anticipation of the denunciation |
can feel coming. There's got to be more to thisthan afurtive library book, and | have a horrible sinking
feeling that he's figured out the soap impression and the plaster of paris and the mold I'm preparing for
the duplicate keys—

"No!" Fiore booms from the pulpit. "This cannot be!" He thumps the rail with onefist. "But it grieves
me to say that it is—that Esther and Phil are not merely adulterating their souls by sneaking their vile
intimacies behind the backs of their ignorant and abused spouses, but are adulterating the fabric of
society itself!"

Huh? It's not me that he's going after, but the thrill of relief doesn't last long: There's aloud grumble of
rage from the congregation, led by cohort three, whose members are the ones Fiore is accusing.
Everyone else looks round and | turn round with them—not to go with the crowd could be dangerous
right now—and see a turbulent knot a couple of rows back, where well-dressed churchgoers are turning
on each other. A frightened female and a defensive-looking male with dark hair are looking around
apprehensively, not making eye contact, but trying to—yes,they're looking for escape routes as Fiore
continues. Something tells me they're too late.

"I would like to thank Jen in particular for bringing this matter to my attention," Fiore says coolly. My
netlink dings, registering the arrival of more points than I'd normally rack up in a month, an upward
adjustment | can blame on the fact that I'm in the same cohort as the little snitch. She's scored big-time
with this accusation of adultery. "And | ask you, what are we going to do about the sickness in our
midst?* Fiore scans the audience from his pulpit. "What is to be done to cleanse our society?"

My sick sense of dread is back with avengeance. Thisis going to be awhole ot worse than anything I'd
anticipated. Normally, Fiore singles a handful out for ridicule, laughter, the pointed finger of contempt—
aminor humiliation for sneaking alibrary book out of the reference section would be nothing out of the
ordinary. But thisis big bad stuff, two people caught subverting the social foundations of the
experiment. Fioreis on aroll of righteous indignation, and the atmosphere is getting very ugly indeed. A
roar goes up from the back benches, incoherent rage and anger, and | grab Sam's hand. Then | check my
netlink and freeze. He's fined cohort three all the points he's just given to Jen! "Let's get out of here
before it turns nasty,” | mutter into Sam's ear, and he nods and grips my hand back tightly. People are
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standing up and shouting, so | sidle toward the side of the aisle asfast as | can, using my elbows when |
have to. | can see Mick on the other side, yelling something, the tendons on the sides of his neck
standing out like cables. | don't see Cass. | keep moving. There's a storm brewing, and thisisn't the time
or place to stop and ask.

Behind me Fiore shouts something about natural justice, but he's barely audible over the crowd. The
doors are open, and people are spilling out into the car park. | gasp with pain as someone stomps on my
left foot, but | stay upright and sense rather than see Sam following me. | make it through the crush in
the doorway and keep going, dodging small clumps of people and a struggling figure, then Sam catches
up with me. "Let'sgo,” | tell him, grabbing his hand.

There are peoplein front of us, clustered around—it's Jen. "Reeve!" she calls.
| can't ignore her without being obvious. "What do you want?"' | ask.

"Help us." She grinswidely, her eyes sparkling with excitement as she spreads her arms. She'swearing a
little black-silk number that displays her secondary sexual characteristics by providing just awisp of
contrast: her chest is heaving asif she's about to have an orgasm. "Come on!" She gestures at the dark
knot near the Church entrance. "We're going to have a party!"

"What do you mean?' | demand, looking past her. Her husband, Chris, is conspicuously absent. Instead,
she's acquired a cohort of her own, followers or admirers or something, Grace from twelve and Mina
from nine and Tina from seven—all of them are from newer cohorts than our own—and they're
watching her, looking to her asif she'saleader . . .

"Purify the polity!" she says, amost playfully. "Come on! Together we can keep everyonein line and
hold everything together—and earn loads more points—if we make a strong enough statement right
now. Send the deviants and perverts amessage.” She looks at me enthusiastically. "Right?"’

"Uh, right," I mumble, backing away until | bump into Sam, who's come up behind me. "Y ou're going to
teach them alesson, huh?"

| feel Sam's hand tightening on my shoulder, warning me not to go too far, but Jen'sin no mood to pick
up minor details like sarcasm: "That's right!" She's amost rapturous. "It's going to be real fun. | got
Chris and Mick ready—"

There's a high-pitched scream from somewhere behind us. "Excuse us,” | mumble, "I don't feel so
good." Sam shoves me forward, and | stumble past Jen, still stammering out excuses, but the situation
isn't critical. Jen doesn't have time to waste on broken reeds and moral imbeciles, and she's already
drifting toward the group in the Church door, shouting something about community values.

We make it to the edge of the car park before | stumble again and grab hold of Sam's arm. "We've got to
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stop them," | hear myself saying. | wonder what that toad Fiore thought he was unleashing when he
transferred so many points from one cohort to another. Doing that to the score whoresis only going to
have one result. At the very least, cohort three is going to rip the shit out of Phil and Esther—but now
we've got Jen, trying to spin the whole thing as social cleansing in order to position herself at the head of
amob. | can see ahideous new reality taking shape here, and | want nothing to do with it.

"Not sensible." He shakes his head but slows down.
"I meanit!" | insist. | swallow, my throat dry. "They're going to beat Phil and Esther—"
"No, it's aready gone past that point." There's an ugly quaver in hisvoice.

| dig my heelsin and stop. Sam stops, too, of necessity—it's that, or shove me over. He's breathing
heavily. "We've got to do something."

"Like. What?' He's breathing deeply. "There're at least twenty of them. Cohort three and the idiots
who've gotten some idea that they can parade their virtue by joining in. We don't stand a chance." He
glances over his shoulder, seems to shudder, then suddenly pulls me closer and speeds up. "Don't stop,
don't look round," he hisses. So of course | stop dead and turn around to see what they're doing behind
us.

Oh shit, indeed. | feel wobbly, and Sam catches me under one arm as | see what's happening. There are
no more screams, but that doesn't mean nothing's going on. The screaming is continuing, inside the
privacy of my own skull. "They planned this," | hear myself say, asif from the far end of avery dark
tunnel. "They prepared for it. It's not spontaneous.”

"Yes." Sam nods, his face whey-pale. There's no other explanation, crazy asit seems. "Ritua human
sacrifice seems to have been a mgjor cultural bonding feature in pretech cultures," he mutters. "1 wonder
how long Fiore's been planning to introduce it?"

They've got two ropes over the branches of the poplars beside the Church, and two groups are busy
heaving their twitching payloads up into the greenery. | blink. The ropes seem to curve slightly. It might
be centripetal acceleration, but more likely it's because my eyes are watering.

"I don't care. If | had agun, 1'd shoot Jen right now, | really would." | suddenly realize that I'm not
feeling faint from fear or dread, but from anger: "The bitch needs killing."

"Wouldn't work," he says, almost absently. "More violence just normalizes the killing, it doesn't put an
end to it: They're having aparty and all you could do isadd to thefun . . ."

"Yeah, |—but I'd feel better." Jen had better have bars on her windows and sleep with a baseball bat
under her pillow tonight, or she'sin trouble. And she royally deserves it, the mendacious bitch.
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"Metoo, | think."
"Can we do anything?"

"For them?' He shrugs. There's no more screaming, but atone-deaf choir has struck up some kind of
anthem. "No."

| shiver. "Let's go home. Right now."

"Okay," he says, and together we start walking again.

The singing follows us up the road. I'm terrified that if | look back, I'll break down: There's absolutely
nothing | can do about it, but | feel afilthy sense of complicity with them. Asfor Fiore. . . he'sgot it
coming. Sooner or later I'll get him. But I'm going to bite my tongue and not say aword about that for
now, because I've afeeling he staged this little show to teach us a lesson about the construction of

totalitarian power, and right this moment all the spies and snitches are going to be wide-awake, looking
for signs of dissent.

A kilometer up the road and ten minutes away from the ghastly feeding frenzy, | tug at Sam'sarm. "Let's
slow down alittle,” | suggest. "Catch our breath. There's no need to run anymore.”

"Catch our—" Sam stares at me. "l thought you were mad at me."
"No, it'snot you." | carry on walking, but more slowly.

His hand on my arm. "We didn't join in."

| nod, wordlessly.

"Three-quarters of the people there were as horrified as we were. But we couldn't stop it once it got
going." He shakes his head.

| take a deep breath. "I'm pissed at myself for not making a stand while there was time. Y ou can game a
mob if you know what you're doing. But once people get moving in groups like that, it'sreally hard to
contain them. Fiore didn't need to set that off. But he did, like pouring gasoline on a barbecue." Both of
which areitems I've only lately become acquainted with. "And after that sermon and the score transfer,
he couldn't have stopped it even if he wanted to."

"Y ou sound like you think it's a matter of choice." | glance sidelong at him: Sam's not stupid, but he
doesn't normally talk in abstractions. He continues: "Do you really think you could have stopped it? It's
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implicit in this society, Reeve. They set us up to make it easy to make people kill for an abstraction. You
saw Jen. Did you really think you could have stopped her, once she got going?’

"I should have stuck aknifein her ribs." | trudge on in silence for afew seconds. "I'd probably have
failed. You'reright, but that doesn't make me feel better."

We wak slowly along the road, baking beneath the noonday heat of an artificial late-spring sun in our
Sunday ouitfits. The invertebrates creak in the long, yellowing grass, and the deciduous trees rustle their
leaves overhead in the breeze. | smell sage and magnoliain the warm air. Ahead of us the road dives
into a cutting that leads to another of the tunnels with built-in T-gates that conceal the true geometry of
our inside-out world. Sam pulls out his pocket flashlight, swinging it from hiswrist by a strap.

"I've seen mobs before,” | tell him. If only | could forget. "They have a peculiar kind of momentum." |
feel weak and shaky as | think about it, about the look on Phil's face—I hardly knew him—and the
hunger stalking the shadow of the crowd. Jen's malicious delight. "Once it gets past a certain point, all
you can do is run away fast and make sure you have nothing to do with what happens next. If everybody
did that, there wouldn't be any mobs."

"I guess." Sam sounds subdued as we walk into the penumbra of the tunnel. He switches his flashlight
on. The cone of light bobs around crazily ahead of us as the road swings to the | eft.

"Even a sword-fighting fool of ahero can't divert amob like that on their own once it gets going,” | tell
him, as much for my own benefit as anything else. "Not without battle armor and some heavy weaponry,
because they're going to keep coming and coming. The ones behind can't see what's happening up front,
and the fool who stands in the way without backup is going to end up adead fool really fast, even if he
kills awhole load of them. And anyway, your sword-fighting fool, he's no smarter than any of them in
the mob. The time to stop the mob is before it gets started. To stand up in front of it first, and tell it no."

We're walking into the dark curve of the tunnel, out of sight of either entrance. Sam sighs.

"I knew someone who'd do that," he says wistfully. "The man | fell in love with. He wasn't afool, but
he'd know how to handle a situation like that."

The man? Sam doesn't seem like the type to me—until | remember that I'm seeing him through gender-
trapped eyes, the same way he's looking at me, and that 1've got no way of knowing who or what Sam
was before he volunteered for the experiment. "Nobody could do that,” | tell him gently.

"Maybe so. But | think I'd trust Robin's judgment before I'd trust—"

| stop assuddenly asif | have just walked into awall. The hairs on the back of my neck are all standing
on end, and my stomach is knotting up again asif I'm going to be sick.
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"What's wrong?" asks Sam.
"The person on the outside you've been pining after,” | say carefully. "He's called Robin. Isthat right?"
"Yes." Henods. "I shouldn't have said, we'll get penalized—"

| grab his hand like it's afloatation aid and I'm drowning. "Sam, Sam." You idiot! Yes, you! (I'm not sure
which of us| mean.) "Did it ever occur to you to ask if maybe | knew Robin?"'

"Why? What good would that have done?' His pupils are huge and dark in the twilight.

"You are the biggest—" | don't know what to say. Truly, | don't. Sunned is the mildest word that
describes how | feel. "The name you gave Robin was Kay, right?’

|IY0u_ll
"Kay. Yesor no?'
He tenses and triesto pull his hand away. "Yes," he admits.

"O-kay." | don't seem to be able to get enough air. "Well, Sam, we are going to continue on our way
home, now, aren't we? Because who we were before we came here doesn't make any difference to where
we are now, doesit?'

His expression isimpossible to read in the darkness. "Y ou must be Vhora—"

| nearly slap him. Instead, | reach out with the index finger of my free hand and touch hislips. "Home
first. Then wetalk," | tell him, stomach still churning, aghast at my own stupidity and willful blindness.
Okay, so | walked right into thisone. And | think | just sprained my brain. Now what?

He sighs. "All right." He still doesn't use my name. But he turns to shine the flashlight ahead of us. And
that's when | see the outline of the door in the opposite wall.

I'T'S funny how the more we travel the less we see.

Traveling via T-gates, we avoid the intervening points between the nodes because the gate is actualy a
hole in the structure of space, and in avery real sense there are no intervening points. And it's not much
different in acar. You get in, you tell the zombie where to take you, and he steps on the gas. Not that
there's a machine under the bonnet that clatteringly detonates liquid distilled from ancient fossilized
biomass (just a compact gateway generator and a sound effects unit), but it feels the same, in terms of
your interaction with your surroundings.
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Meanwhile, outside the cars and the corridors and the gates and the head games we deny playing with
each other, there'sareal universe. And sometimes it smacks you in the face.

Like now. | have known all along, in an abstract kind of way, that we're living in a series of roughly
rectangular terrain features laid out on the curved inner surface of several huge colony cylinders,
spinning to provide centripetal acceleration (a substitute for gravity), in orbit around who-knows-what
brown dwarf stars. The sky isadisplay screen, the wind is air-conditioning, the road tunnels are a
necessary part of theillusion, and if you go for awalk in the overgrown back lot you'll find a steep hill
or cliff that you can't climb because it goes vertical only afew meters up. | haven't given much thought
to how it's all stitched together, other than to assume there are T-gates in each road tunnel. But what if
there's another way out?

| clutch his hand. "Stop! Turn your flashlight back. Y es, there, right there."

"What isit?" he asks.

"Let'ssee." | tug him toward it. "Come on, | need the light."

The tunnel walls are made of smoothly curved slabs of concrete set edge to edge, forming a hollow tube
maybe eight metersin diameter. The road is aflat sheet of asphalt, its edges meeting the walls of the
tube just under the halfway point up its sides. (Now that | think about it, what could be running under
the road deck? It might be solid, but then again, there could be just about anything down there.) What
I've noticed is arectangular groove in the opposite wall. Close up | can seeit's about a meter wide and
two meters high, aplain metal panel sunk into one side of the tunnel. There's no sign of any handle or
lock except for a hole afew millimetersin diameter drilled halfway up it, just beside one edge.

"Give me the flashlight.”

"Here." He passesit without argument. | get as closeto thewall as| can and shine the light into the
crack. Nothing, no sign of hinges or anything. | crouch down and shine it into the hole. Nothing there,
either. "Hmm."

"What isit?' he asks anxioudly.

"It'sadoor. Can't say more than that." | straighten up. "We can't do anything about it right now. Let'sgo
home and think about this."

"But if we go home, we won't be ableto talk!" In the dim light of the flashlight, his eyeslook very
white. "They'll overhear everything."

"They don't see everything," | reassure him. "Come on, let's go home. This afternoon | want you to mow
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the lawn."

"But |—"

"The lawn mower isin the garage,” | continue implacably. "Along with other things."
"But—"

"If they're not waiting for us when we get home, they're not monitoring the tunnels, Sam. Noticed your
netlink recently? No? Well, we don't seem to have lost any points just now. There are gapsin the
surveillance coverage. | think | know somewhere else they're not monitoring, and you ought to know
we're not the only people who want out."

| feel safe telling him that much, even though if they brainscoop me and feed me to Curious Y ellow
right now, it'll take down three of us: me and Sam and Janis. Kay may be in denial right now but she—
No, you've got to keep thinking of himas Sam, | tell myself—isn't, | think, going to sell me to the bad
guys. | am pretty sure | can read Sam well enough now to know what's bugging him. It's funny how |
was in lust with Kay but couldn't tell if | trusted her. Now | trust Sam, but | doubt I'll ever fuck him
again. Lifeisstrange, isn't it?"Y ou do want out, don't you?' | ask.

"Yes." He sounds tremulous.

"Then you're going to have to trust me for alittle bit longer because | don't have an escape plan yet." |
squeeze his hand. "But I'm working on it."

Together, we walk toward the light.

THAT afternoon Sam changes into jeans and a T-shirt and mows the lawn. I'm in the garage wearing
overalls and safety goggles, because I've made a mold from the plaster of paris dies and I'm pouring
solder into it, casting alead copy of the key to Fiore's cabinet of curiosities. The lead key won't turnin
the lock, but it'll do okay as atemplate for the engraving disk and the small bar of brass I've got waiting.

To confuse anyone who's watching, I've got some props sitting around—a wooden wall plague
purchased from the fishing store, a plate to engrave with some meaningless dedication. When | showed
Sam what | was up to he blinked rapidly, then nodded. "It's for thewomen's freehand cross-stitch club," |
said, pulling the explanation right out of my ass. There is no such club, but it sounds right, a backup
explanation that will trigger areflex in whatever watcher is scanning us for anomal ous behavior.

We may be living in aglassjar with bright lights and monitors trained on us the whole time, but it's not
likely that everything we do is being watched by alive human being in real time. We massively
outnumber the experimenters, and they're primarily interested in our public socialization. (At least, that's
the official story.) To monitor an intelligent organism properly requires observers with atheory of mind
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at least as strong as the subject. We subjects outnumber the experimenters by a couple of orders of
magnitude, and I've seen no sign of strongly superhuman metaintelligences being involved in this
operation, so | think the odds are on my side. If we are up against the weakly godlike, I might as well
throw in the towel right now. But if not . . . Y ou can delegate all you want to subconscious mechanisms,
but you run the risk of them missing things. Sc transit gloria panopticon.

The Church services are amost certainly monitored in every imaginable way. But after Church, Fiore
and hisfriends will be too busy re-running the lynching from every imaginable angle and trying to figure
out how the social dynamics of a genuine dark ages mob operate. They won't be watching what | get up
to in the garage until much later, probably just a bored glance at areplay to make sure I'm not fucking
my neighbor's husband or weeping hysterically in a corner. Because they're used to using A-gates to fab
any physical artifacts they need, they probably look at what I'm doing as some sort of dark ages hobby
and view me as adlightly dull but basically well-adjusted wife. | even gained a couple of points last
week for my weaving. | laboriously hand-wove a Faraday cage lining for my shoulder bag right under
their noses, and they treated it asif | was diligently practicing atraditional feminine craft! There are
gapsin their surveillance and bigger gaps in their understanding, and those gaps are going to be their
downfall.

Concentrating on making the key and thinking about how much | am beginning to hate them is a good
way for me to avoid confronting what happened outside the Church this morning. It's a'so a good
distraction from the wall | walked into in my head, or the door in the tunnel, or any of the other troubling
shit that's happened since | woke up this morning and thought it was going to be just another boring
Sunday.

After what feels like afew infinitely tense minutes—but the lying clock insists it's been the best part of
four hours—I| emerge from the garage. The hot morning sunlight has softened into a roseate afternoon
glow, and insects creak beneath a turquoise sky. It looks like I've missed an idyllic summer afternoon. |
feel shaky, tired, and very hungry indeed. I'm also sweating like apig, and | probably stink. There's no
sign of Sam, so | go indoors and hit the bathroom, dump my clothes and dial the shower up to a cool
deluge until it washes everything away.

When | get out of the shower | rummage around in my wardrobe until | find a sundress, then head
downstairs with the vague idea of sorting out something to eat. A microwave dinner perhaps, to eat on
the rear deck while theillusory sun sets. Instead, | run into Sam coming in through the front door. He
looks haggard.

"Where've you been?' | ask. "I was going to sort out some food."

"I've been with Martin and Greg and Alf, down at the churchyard.” | look at him, closer. His shirt is
sweat-stained, and there's dirt under his fingernails. "Doing the burying."

"Burying?' For amoment | don't get what he's talking about, then it clicksinto place and | feel dizzy, as

file://IK|/eMule/lncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20G| asshouse?620(v1.0)%20[ html].html (125 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

if the whole world's revolving around my head. " The—you should have told me."

"Y ou were busy." He shrugs dismissively.

| peer at him, concerned. "Y ou look tired. Why don't you go have a shower? I'll fix you some food."
He shakes his head. "I'm not hungry."

"Yesyou are." | take hold of hisright arm and lead him toward the kitchen. "Y ou didn't eat any lunch
unless you sneaked a snack while | wasn't looking, and it's getting late." | take a deep breath. "How bad
was it?"

"It was—" He stops and takes a deep breath. "It was—" He stops again. Then he bursts into tears.

| am absolutely certain that Sam has seen death before, up close and personal. He's at |east three gigs
old, he's been through memory surgery, he's experienced the psychopathic dissociation that comes with
it, he's hung out with dueling fools like me in my postsurgery phase, and he's lived among pretech aliens
for whom violent death and disease are all part of life's unpalatable banquet. But there's an enormous
difference between the effects of a semiformal duel between consenting adults, with A-gate backups to
make resurrection a minor headache, and cleaning up after arandom act of senseless brutality in a
Church parking lot.

Forget about no backups, no second chances, nobody coming home again scratching their heads and
wondering what was in the two kiloseconds of their life that's just vanished. The difference isthat it
could have been you. Because, when you get down to it, the one thing you know for sureisthat if the
toad in the pulpit had got the wrong name, it would have been you up there in the branches, choking and
twitching on the end of arope. It could have been you. It wasn't, but that's nothing but an accident of
fate. Sam's just back from the wars, and he's definitely got the message.

Maybe that's why we end up on the wooden bench on the back deck, me sitting up and him with his head
in my lap, not crying like a baby but sobbing occasionally between gasping breaths. I'm stroking his hair
and trying not to let it get to me either way—the jagged razor edge of sympathy, or the urgeto tell him
to pull himself together and get with the program. Judgment hurts, and he'll talk it out in his own way if

| just lend him an ear. If not—

WEéll, | could have used alistener the other night, but | won't hold that against him.

"Greg rang while you were in the shed,” he says eventually. "Asked if 1'd help clean up. What | was
saying this morning. Not |etting them give me any shit. | figured part of that was, if | couldn't do
anything at thetime | could maybe do some good afterward.” And he's off again, sobbing for about a
minute.
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When he stops, he manages to speak quietly and evenly, in thoughtful tones. It sounds asif he's
explaining it to himself, trying to make sense of it. "l caught ataxi to Church. Greg told meto bring a
shovel, so | did. | got there and Martin and Alf were there, along with Liz, Phil's—former wife. Mal isin
hospital. He tried to stop them. They hurt him. The mob, | mean. There are other decent people here, but
they're mostly too frightened to even help bury the bodies or comfort the widow."

"Widow." It'sanew word in our little prison, like "pregnant” and "lynch mob." It's an equally
unwelcome arrival. (Along with "morta” if we stay here long enough, | guess.)

"Greg got aladder from inside the Church hall, and Martin went up to cut down the bodies. Liz was very
guiet when we got Phil down, but couldn't take it when he was lowering Esther. Luckily Xara showed up
with a bottle of rye and sat with her. Then Greg and Martin and Alf and me started digging. Actualy, we
started on the spot, but Alf said it was Fiore's fault, and we should use the graveyard. So we did that,
while Alf got some boards. | think we did it deep enough. None of us has ever done this before.”

He goes silent for along time. | stroke the hair back from the side of hisface. "Twenty cycles," he says
after awhile.

"Seven months?'
"Without backups," he confirms.

It's a frightening amount of time to lose, that's for sure. Even more frightening is the fact that their last
backups are locked up in the assembler firewall that isolates Y FH-Polity from the outside world—while
I'm not certain it's infected with Curious Y ellow, | have my suspicions. (CY copiesitself between A-
gates viathe infected victims' netlinks, doesn't it? And the suspiciously restricted functionality of our
netlinksinside Y FH worries me.) There might not be any older copies of Phil or Esther on file
elsewhere. If that's the case, and if we can't phage-clean the infected nodes, we might lose them for good.

Sam issilent for along time. We stay there on the bench as the light reddens and dims, and after awhile
| just rest my hands on his shoulder and watch the trees at the far end of the garden. Then, with
absolutely no buildup, he murmurs, "1 knew who you were almost from the beginning."

| stroke his cheek again, but don't say anything.

"I figured it out inside aweek. Y ou were spending all your time talking about this friend you were
supposed to be looking out on the inside for. Cass, you thought."

| keep stroking, to calm myself as much as anything else.

"I think | wasin shock at first. Y ou seemed so dynamic and confident and self-possessed before—it was
bad enough waking up in that room and finding | was this enormous bloated shambling thing, but then to
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seeyou like that, it really scared me. | thought at first | was wrong, but no. So | kept quiet.”
| stop moving my hands around, leaving one on his shoulder and one beside his head.

"I nearly killed myself on the second day, but you didn't notice."

Shit. I blink. "1 was dealing with my own problems,”" | manage to say.

"Yes, | can seethat now." Hisvoiceis gentle, amost sleepy. "But | couldn't forgive you for awhile. I've
been here before, you know. Not here-here, but somewhere like here."

"Theice ghouls?' | ask, before | can stop myself.

"Yes." Hetenses, then pushes himself upright. "A whole planet full of pre-Acceleration sapients who
probably aren't going to make it without outside help because they took so long bootstrapping their
techné that they ran out of easily accessible fossil fuels." He swings his legs round and sits upright, next
to me but just too far away to touch. "Living and breeding and dying of old age and sometimes fighting
wars and sometimes starving in famines and disasters and plagues.”

"How long were you there, again?' | ask.

"Two gigs." Heturns his head and looks straight at me. "I was part of a, a—I guessyou'd call it a
reproductive unit. A family. | was an ice ghoul, you know. | was there from |ate adol escence through to
senescence, but rather than let them nurse me, | ran out onto the tundra and used my netlink to call for
upload. Nearly left it too late. | was terminally ill and close to being nestridden.” Sam looks distant. "All
the pre-Acceleration tool-using sapients we've seen use K-type reproductive strategies. 1'd outlived my
partners, but | had three children, their assorted cis-mates and trans-mates, and more grandchildren than

He sighs.
"Y ou seem to want me to know this," | say. "Are you sure about that?"

"I don't know." Helooks at me. "l just wanted you to know who | am and where | come from." He looks
down at the stones between hisfeet. "Not what | am now, which isatravesty. | feel dirty."

| stand up. He's gone on for long enough, | think. "Okay, so let me get this straight. Y ou're aformer
xeno-ornithologist who got way too close to your subjects for your own emotional stability. Y ou've got a
bad case of body-image dysphoriathat Y FH failed to spot in their excuse for an entry questionnaire,
you're good at denial—self and other—and you're a pathetic failure at suicide.” | stare at him. "What am
| missing?' | grab his hands: "What am | missing?" | shout at him.
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At this point | realize several things at once. | am really, really angry with him, although that's not all |
feel by along way, because it's not the kind of anger you feel at a stranger or an enemy. And while |'ve
been working out like crazy and I'm in much better physical shape than | was when | came here, Sam is
standing up, too, and he has maybe thirty centimeters and thirty kilos on me because he's male, and he's
built like atank. Maybe getting angry and yelling in the face of someone who's that much bigger than |
and who's shocky right now from repeated bad experiencesisn't avery wise thing to do, but | don't care.

"ok x " he mumbles.
"What?' | state at him. "Would you care to repeat that?'

"* * * " he says, so quietly | can't hear it over the noise of the blood pounding in my ears. "That's why |
didn't kill myself."

| shake my head. "l don't think I'm hearing you properly."
He glares at me. "Who do you think you are?' he demands.

"Depends. | was a historian, along time ago. Then there were the wars, and | was asoldier. Then |
became the kind of soldier who needs a historian's training, then | lost my memory." I'm glaring right
back at him. "Now I'm a ditzy, ineffectual housewife and part-time librarian, okay? But I'll tell you this—
one day I'm going to be a soldier again."

"But those are all externals! They're not you. Y ou won't tell me anything! Where do you come from?
Did you ever have afamily? What happened to them?'

He looks anxious, and suddenly | realize he's afraid of me. Afraid? Of me? | take a step back. And then |
register what my face probably looks like right now, and it's like al my blood is replaced with ice water
of an instant, because his question has dredged up a memory that was, | think, one of the ones my earlier
self deliberately forgot before the surgery, because he knew it would surface again and forgetting it hurt
but knowing it might be erased by crude surgical intervention was even worse. And | sit down hard on
the bench and look away from him because | don't want to see his sympathy.

"They all died inthewar," | hear myself saying woodenly. "And | don't want to talk about it."

WHEN | sleep, another horror story dredges itself up from my suppressed memories and comes to visit.
Thistime | know it's genuine and true and really happened to me, and there's nothing | can do to change
it in any detail—because that's what makes it so nightmarish.

The ending has already been written, and it is not a happy one.
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In the dream, | am a gracile male orthohuman with long, flowing green hair and what my partners
describe as a delightful laugh. | am alot younger—barely three gigs—and I'm also happy, at least at
first. I'm in a stable family relationship with three other core partners, plus various occasional liaisons
with five or six fuckbuddies. We're fully bisexual, either naturally or via alimbic system mod copied
from bonobos. My family has two children, and we're thinking about starting another two in half agig or
so. I'm aso lucky enough to have a vocation, researching the history of the theory of mind—an aspect of
cultural ideology that only became important after the Acceleration, and which goesin and out of
fashion, but which | hold to be critically important. The history of my field, for example, tells us that for
almost a gigasecond during the old-style twenty-third century, most of humanity-in-exile were zimboes,
guasi-conscious drones operating under the aegis of an overmind. How that happened and how the
cognitive dictatorship was broken is something I'm studying with considerable interest and not afew
field trips to old memory temples.

One of these visitsis the reason | am not at home with my family when Curious Y ellow comes howling
out of nowhere to erase large chunks of history, taking with it an entire interstellar civilization, and (to
make things personal) my family.

I'm visiting aMobile Archive Sucker in the full physical flesh when Curious Y ellow first appears. The
MASucker is alumbering starship, effectively a mobile cylinder habitat, powered by plasma piped from
the interior of adistant AO supergiant via T-gate. It wallows along at low relativistic speeds between
brown dwarf star systems, which in this part of the galaxy are spaced less than a parsec apart. During the
multigigasecond intervals between close encounters, the crew retreats into template-frozen backup,
reincarnating from the ship's assemblers whenever things get interesting. The ship islargely self-
sufficient and self-maintaining (apart from its stellar tap, and atightly firewalled T-gate to the premises
of the research institute that created it centuries ago). Itsinternal systems are entirely offnet from the
polity at large because it's designed for a mission duration of up to aterasecond, and it was envisaged
from the start that civilization would probably collapse at |east once within the working life of the ship.
That's why I've come out here in person to interview Vecken, the ship's Kapitan, who lived shortly after
the cognitive dictatorship and may have recollections of some of the survivors.

Now here's a curious thing: | can't remember their faces. | remember that Lauro, lambic-18, and Neual
were not ssmply important to me, not just lovers, but in avery real way defined who | was. A large
chunk of my sense of identity was configured around this key idea that | wasn't solitary: that | was part
of agroup, that we'd collectively adjusted our neuroendocrinology so that just being around the others
gave us a mild endorphin rush—what used to be a haphazard process called "falling in love'—and we'd
focused on complementary interests and skills and vocations. It wasn't so much afamily asa
superorganism, and it was afulfilling, blissful state of affairs. | think | may have had alonely earlier life,
but | don't remember much of that because | guessit paled into insignificance in comparison.

But | can't remember their faces, and even now—allifetime after the grief has ebbed—that bugs me.

Neual was quick with hands and feet, taking dlyly sarcastic delight in winding me up. Lauro had perfect
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manners but lost it when making love with us. lambic-18 was aradical xenomorph, sometimes
manifesting in more than one body at the same time when the fancy took it. Our children . . .

Areall dead, and it is unquestionably my fault. The nature of Curious Y ellow isthat it propagates
stealthily between A-gates, creating a peer-to-peer network that exchanges stegged instructions using
people as data packets. If you have the misfortune to be infected, it installs its kernel in your netlink, and
when you check into an A-gate for backup or transport—which proceeds through your netlink—CY is
the first thing to hit the gate's memory buffer. A-gate control nodes are supposedly designed so that they
can't execute data, but whoever invented CY obviously found adesign flaw in the standard architecture.
People who have been disassembled and reassembled by the infected gates infect fresh A-gates as they
travel. CY uses people as a disease vector.

Theoriginal CY infection that hit the Republic of Isinstalled a payload that was designed to redact
historical information surrounding some event—I'm not sure what, but | suspect it's an aftershock left by
the destruction of one of the old cognitive dictatorships—by editing people as they passed through
infected gates. But it only activated once the infection had spread across the entire network. So Curious
Y ellow appeared everywhere with shocking abruptness, after spreading silently for hundreds of
Megasecs.

In my memory-dream, | am taking teain the bridge of the Grateful for Duration, which in that time
takes the form of atemple to alake kami from old Nippon. I'm sitting cross-legged opposite Septima
(the ship's curator) and waiting for Kapitan Vecken to arrive. As| spool through some questions | stored
offline, my netlink hiccups. There's a cache-coherency error, it ssems—the ship's T-gate has just shut
down.

"Is something going on?' | ask Septima. "l've just been offlined."

"Might be." Septima looksiirritated. "I'll ask someone to investigate." She stares right through me, a
reminder that there are three or four other copies of this strange old archivist wandering the concentric
cylinder habs of the ship.

She blinks rapidly. "It appears to be a security alert. Some sort of intruder just hit our transcription
airgap. If you wait here amoment, I'll go and find out what's going on."

She walks over toward the door of the teahouse and, asfar as| can reconstruct later, thisis the precise
moment, when a swarm of eighteen thousand three hundred and twenty-nine wasp-sized attack robots
erupt from the assembler in my family's home. We live in an ancient dwelling patterned on alost house
of old Urth called Fallingwater, a conservative design from before the Acceleration. There are doors and
staircases and windows in this house, but no internal T-gates that can be closed, and the robots rapidly
overpower lambic-18, who isin the kitchen with the gate.

They deconstruct lambic-18 so rapidly there is no time for a scream of pain or pulse of netlinked agony.
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Then they fan out through the house in a malignant buzzing fog, bringing rapid death. A brief spray of
blood here and a scream cut short there. The household assembler has been compromised by Curious

Y ellow, our backups willfully erased to make room for the wasps of tyranny, and, although | don't know
it yet, my life has been gracelessly cut loose from everything that gave it meaning.

After the executions, they eat the physical bodies and excrete more robot parts, ready to self-assemble
into further attack swarms that will continue the hunt for enemies of Curious Y ellow.

| know about this now because Curious Y ellow kept logs of all the somatic kills it made. Nobody knows
why Curious Y ellow did this—one theory isthat it isareport for CY's creators—but | have watched the
terahertz radar map of the security wasps eating my family and my children so many timesthat it is
burned into my mind. I'm one of the rare survivors among the millions targeted as somatic enemies, to
be destroyed rather than edited. And now it'sasif I'm watching it again for the first time, reliving the
horror that made me plead with the Linebarger Cats to take mein and turn me into atank. (But that was
half a gigasecond later, when the Grateful for Duration made contact with one of the isolated redoubts
of the resistance.)

| realize I'm awake, and it's still nighttime. My cheeks itch from the salty tracks of tears shed in my
sleep, and I'm curled up in an uncomfortable position, close to one edge of the bed. There'san arm
around my waist, and a breathing breeze on the back of my neck. For amoment | can't work it out, but
then it begins to make sense to me. "I'm awake now," | murmur.

"Oh. Good." He sounds sleepy. How long has he been here? | went to bed alone—I feel amomentary
stab of panic at the thought that he's here uninvited, but | don't want to be alone. Not now.

"Were you asdeep?' | ask.

He yawns. "Must have. Dozed off." His arm tenses, and | tense, too, and push myself back toward the
curve of his chest and legs. "Y ou were unhappy.”

"What | didn't tell you earlier.” And I'm still not sureit'sagood ideato tell him. "My family. Curious
Yellow killed them."

"What? But Curious Y ellow didn't kill, it edited—"

"Not everyone." | lean against him. "Most people it edited. Some of usit hunted down and murdered.
The ones who might have been able to work out who madeit, | think."

"l didn't know that."

"Not many people do. Y ou were either directly affected, in which case you were probably dead, or it
happened to someone else, and you were busy rebuilding your life and trying to make your struggling
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firewalled micropolity work without all the external inputs provided by the rest of Is-ness. A gig after
the end of the war it was old news."

"But not for you."
| can feel Sam's tension through his arm around me.

"Look, I'mtired, and | don't want to revisit it. Old pains, al right?' | try and relax against the side of his
body. "I've become a creature of solitary habits. Didn't do to get too close to anyone during the war, and
since then, haven't had the opportunity."

His breathing is deep and even. Maybe he's already asleep. | close my eyes and try to join him, but it
takes me along time to drift off. | can't help wondering how badly he must have been missing contact
with another human being, to share my bed again.

11

Buried

MONDAY isaworking day, and it's aso usually alunch date, but I'm not about to break bread with Jen
after yesterday's events. | head for work with the brass key hidden in my security bag. Onceinsidel rip
into the filing and cleaning immediately. It's midmorning before | realize that Janis hasn't arrived yet.

| hope she's al right. | don't remember seeing her yesterday, but if she's heard about what happened—
well, | don't know how close to the victims she was, but | can only imagine what she must be going
through if she knew them well. She was feeling ill a couple of days ago—how is she now?

| head for the front desk. Business is dead today, and | haven't had a single visitor, so | have no qualms
about flipping the sign on the door to CLOSED for awhile. In the staff room there's afile of
administrative stuff, and after leafing through it for a bit, | find Janis's home number. | dial it, and after a
worryingly long time someone answers the telephone.

"Janis?'

Her voice sounds tired, even through the distortion the telephone link seems to be designed to add.
"Reeve, isthat you?"

"Yes. | was getting worried about you. Are you al right?"

"I've been sick today. And to tell thetruth, | didn't feel like coming in. Do you mind?'
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| look around. "No, the placeisdead asa—" | stop myself just in time. "Listen, why don't you take a
couple of days off? Y ou were going to be leaving in a couple of months anyway, there's no point
overdoing it. If you want, I'll drop round with some books on my next day off, day after tomorrow. How
about that?*

"That sounds great," she says gratefully, and after abit more chat | hang up.

I'm just shifting the CLOSED sign back to OPEN when along black limousine draws up at the curb
outside. | manage a sharp intake of breath—What's Fiore doing here today?—before the Priest gets out,
and then, uncharacteristically, holds the door open for someone else. Someone wearing a purple dress
and a skullcap. | realize exactly who it must be—the Bishop: Y ourdon.

The Bishop turns out to be as cadaverously thin and tall as Fiore is squat and bulbous. A stork and a
toad. There's a peculiarly sallow cast to his skin, and his cheekbones stand out like blades. He wears
spectacles with thick hornlike rectangular frames, and his hair hugs his scalp in lank swatches the color
of rotten ivory. He strides forward, skeletal-looking hands writhing together, as Fiore bumbles along
huffing and puffing to keep up in hiswake. "l say, | say!" Fiore calls. "Please—"

The Bishop pushesthe library door open, then pauses. His eyes are a very pale blue, with slightly
yellowish whites, and his gaze isicily contemptuous. "Y ou've fucked up before, Fiore," he hisses. "I do
wish you'd keep your little masturbatory fantasies to yourself in future." Then he turns round to face me.

"Hello?' | force asmile.
Helooks at me asif I'm amachine. "I am Bishop Y ourdon. Please take me to the document repository.”
"Ah, yes, certainly.” | hurry out from behind the desk and wave him toward the back.

Fiore harrumphs and breathes heavily as he waddles after us, but Y ourdon moves with bony grace, as if
al hisjoints have been replaced with well-lubricated bearings. Something about him makes me shudder.
The look he gave Fiore—I can't remember having seen such an expression of pure contempt on a human
facein avery long time. | lead them to the room; the Grim Reaper stalking along behind me in angry
silence, followed by a bumbling oleaginous toad.

| stand aside as we reach the reference section, and Fiore fumbles with his keys, visibly wilting under
Y ourdon's fuming gaze. He gets the door open and dartsinside. Y ourdon pauses, and fixes me with an
ice-water stare. "We are not to be disturbed," he informs me, "for any reason whatsoever. Do you
understand?’

| nod vigorously. "I, I'll be at the front desk if you need me." My teeth are nearly chattering. What isit
with this guy? I've met misanthropes before, but Y ourdon is something special.
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Fiore and the Bishop hang out in the archive, doing whatever it isthey do in there for almost three hours.
At acouple of points | hear raised voices, Fiore's unctuous pleading followed by the Bishop hissing back
at him like an angry snake. | sit behind the desk, forcing myself not to look over my shoulder every ten
seconds, and try to read a book about the history of witch-hunts in preindustrial Europa and Merka. It
contains disturbing echoes of what's going on here, communities fractured into mutually mistrustful
factions that compete to denounce one another to greedy spiritual authorities drunk on temporal power.
However, | find it hard to concentrate while the snake and the toad in the back room are making noises
like they're trying to sting each other to death.

It'swell into my normal lunch hour when Fiore and Y ourdon surface. Fiore looks subdued and resentful.
Y ourdon appears to be in a better mood, but if thisis his good humor, I'd hate to see him when he's
angry. When he smiles he looks like a skull someone's stretched a sheet of skin over, colorless lips
peeling back from yellowing teeth in a grin completely bereft of amusement. "Y ou'd better get back to
work then," he callsto Fiore as he strides past my desk without so much asanod in my direction.
"You've got alot of lost headway to make up." Then he barges out through the front door as the long
black limousine cruises round the edge of the block, ready to convey its master back to his usual haunts.

A few minutes later Fiore bumbles past me with a sullen glare. "I'll be round tomorrow," he mutters,
then stomps out the door. No limousinefor the Priest, who staggers off on foot in the noonday heat. My,
how the mighty are fallen!

| watch him until he's out of sight, then walk over and flip the sign on the door to CLOSED. Then | lock
up and take a deep breath. | wasn't expecting this to happen today, but it's too good an opportunity to
miss. | go fetch my bag from the staff room, then head for the repository.

It's time for the moment of truth. Less than a hundred seconds after Fiore left the building, | slide the
laborioudly copied key into the lock. My heart is pounding as | turn it. For amoment it refuses to budge,
but | jiggle it—the teeth aren't quite engaging with the pins—and something falls into position and it
squeals dightly and gives way. | push the door wide, then reach for the light switch.

I'm in asmall room with no windows, no chairs, no tables, one bare electric bulb dangling on awire
from the ceiling, bookshelves on three walls, and a trapdoor in the middle of the floor.

"What isthis shit?' | ask aloud, looking round.

There are box files on all the shelves, masses of box files. But there are no titles on the spines of the
boxes, just serial numbers. Everything's dusty except the trapdoor, which has been opened recently. |
inhale, then nearly go cross-eyed trying not to sneeze. If thisis Fiore'sidea of housekeeping, it's no
wonder Y ourdon was pissed at him.

| look at the nearest shelf and pull down one of the files at random. There's a button catch and | open it
to find it's full of paper, yellowing sheets of the stuff, machine-smooth, columns of hexadecimal
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numbers printed in rows of dumb ink. There's a sequence number at the top of each sheet, and it takes
me afew seconds to figure out what I'm looking at. It's a serialized mind map, what the ancients would
have called a"hex dump." Pages and pages of it. The box file probably holds about five hundred sheets.
If al the others| see contain more of this stuff, then I'm probably looking at about a hundred thousand
sheets, each containing maybe ten thousand characters. Whatever is stored in thisincredibly inefficient
serial medium, it isn't very big—about the same size as a small mammal's genome, maybe, once you
squeeze out all the redundant exons. It's three or four orders of magnitude too small to be amap of a
human being.

| shake my head and put the box file back. From the level of dust on top of it, it hasn't been touched for
quite atime. | don't know what this stuff is, but it isn't what Fiore and Y ourdon came here to look at.
Which |eaves the trapdoor.

| bend down and grab the brass ring, then lift. The wooden slab hinges up at the back, and | see aflight
of stepsleading down. They're carpeted, and there are wooden handrailsto either side. Okay, so there'sa
secret basement under the library, | tell myself, trying not to giggle with fear. What have | been working
on top of ?

Of course | go downstairs. After what Fiore did to Phil and Esther, I'm probably dead if they find mein
the repository. Taking the next step isalogical progression, nothing more.

The steps go down into twilight, but they don't go down very far. The floor is three meters below the
trapdoor, and there's alight switch on the rail at the bottom. | flick it and glance around.

Guess what? I'm not in the dark ages anymore.

If | was still in the dark ages, this would be a musty basement with brick walls and wooden lath ceiling,
or maybe poured concrete and steel beams. They weren't big on structural diamond back then, and their
floors didn't grow zebrastripe fur, and they used short-lived electrical bulbs instead of surfacing their
ceilings with fluorescent paint. There's avery retro-looking lounger in a mode that I'm sure went out of
fashion some time between the end of the Oort colonial era and the first of the conservationista
republics, and some weird black-resin chairs that ook like the skeletons of insects, if insects grew four
meterstall and supported themselves with endoskeletons. Hmm. | glance over my shoulder. Yes, if

Y ourdon and Fiore were having a knockdown shouting match in here with the hatch open, | might just
about have heard it at the front desk.

The other itemsin the basement are a lot more disconcerting.

For starters, there's something that | am almost certain isafull military A-gate. It's a stubby cylinder
about two meters high and two metersin diameter, its shell slick with the white opacity of carbonitrile
armor. There's aruggedized control workstation next to it, perched on a rough wooden plinth—you use
those things in the field when you'reoperating under emission control, to make field expedient whatever
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it isyou need in order to save your ass. Got plutonium? Got nuke. Not that 1've got the authentication
acklesto switch the thing on—if | messwith it I'll probably set off about a billion alarms—but its
presence here is as incongruous as a biplane in the bronze age.

For seconds, the walls are lined with racks of shelving bearing various pieces of equipment. There's
what I'm fairly certain is a generator pack for aVVorpal sword, like the one on the Church altar. That
brings back unpleasant memories, because | remember those swords and what you can do with them—
blood fountaining out into aroom where the headless corpses are already stacked like cordwood beside
the evacuation gate—and it makes me feel nauseous. | take a quick breath, then | ook at the shelves on
the other side of the room. There are lots of them, some of them stacked with the quaint rectangular
bricks of high-density storage, but most of the space is given over to ring binders full of paper. This
time, instead of serial numbers on the spines, there are old-fashioned human-readabl e titles, although
they don't mean much to me. Like Revised Zimbardo Study Protocol 4.0, and Church Scale Moral Delta
Coefficients, and Extended Host Selection Criteria—

Host selection criteria? | pull that one off the shelf and begin reading. An indeterminate time later |
shake myself and put it back. | feel dirty, somehow contaminated. | really wish | didn't understand what
it said, but I'm afraid | do, and now I'm going to have to figure out what to do with the knowledge.

| stare at the A-gate, speculating. There's avery good chance that it's not infected with Curious Y ellow,
because they wouldn't want to risk infecting themselves. But it still won't help me escape, and it
probably won't work for me anyway unless | can hold a metaphorical gun to Fiore's head, threaten him
with something even more frightening than the prospect of Y ourdon's revenge—and if I've got the
measure of Y ourdon, any revenge he'd bother to carry out would truly be a worse fate than death.

Shit. | need to think about this some more. But at least I've got until tomorrow, when Fiore returns.

BUSINESS isdead, literally dead. After | go back up top and lock the repository, | flip the door sign to
OPEN and sit at the front desk for a couple of hours, waiting tensely to see if the zombies are going to
come and drag me off to prison. But nothing happens. | haven't tripped any alarms by my choice of
lunchtime reading matter. With hindsight it's not too surprising. If there's one place Fiore and Y ourdon
and the mysterious Hanta won't want under surveillance, it's wherever they're hiding their experimental
tools. Their kind doesn't thrive in the scrutiny of the panopticon. Which, as it happens, gives me an idea.

Midway through the afternoon | lock up for half an hour and hit the nearest electronics shop for a useful
gadget. Then | spend a nervous hour installing it in the cellar. Afterward, | feel smug. If it works, it'll
serve Fiore and Y ourdon right for being overconfident—and for making this crazy simulation too
realistic.

Businessis so dead that | go home half an hour early. It's awarm summer evening, and I've got about
two kilometers to walk. | barely see anyone. There are some park attendants out mowing the grass, but
no ordinary folks. Did | missaholiday or something? | don't know. | put one foot in front of the other
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until 1 hit the road out of the town center, follow it down into a short stretch of tunnel, then back into
daylight and a quiet residential street with trees and alazy, almost stagnant creek off to one side.

| hear voices and catch afaint smell of cooking food from one of the houses as | walk past. People are
home—I haven't mysteriously been abandoned all on my own. What a shame. | briefly fantasize that the
academicians of the Scholastium have figured out that all is not well in Y FH-Polity and arrived to
evacuate al of usinmates while | waited behind the library counter. It's a nice daydream.

Pretty soon | come to the next road tunnel linking hab segments. Thistime | pull out aflashlight as |
pass out of sight of the entrance. Yes, just as| guessed—there's a recessed doorlike panel in one wall of
the tunnel. | pull out anotepad and add it to my list. I'm slowly building up a map of the interrelated
segments. It looks like a cyclic directed graph, and that's exactly what it is, a network of nodes
connected by linesrepresenting roads with T-gates along their length. Now I'm adding in the

mai ntenance hatches.

Y ou can't actually see a T-gate—it's just that one moment you're in one sector and the next moment
you've walked through an invisible brane and you're in another sector—but the positioning of the
hatches can probably tell me something if I'm just smart enough to figure it out. Ditto the order of the
network: if it's left-handed or right-handed, or if there's a Hamiltonian path through it. In the degenerate
case, there may be no T-gates at al; this might actually be a single hab cylinder, divided up by
bulkheads that can be sealed against loss of pressure. Or all the sectors may be in different places,
parsecs apart. I'm trying to avoid making assumptions. If you don't search with open eyes, you risk
missing things.

| get home at about my usual time, tense and nervous but also curiously relieved. What's done is done.
Tomorrow Fiore will either notice my meddling, or he won't. (Or with any luck he'll assume Y ourdon
did it, which I think isequally likely. There's no love lost between those two, and if | play my cards
right, | can exploit their division.) Either way | should learn something. If | don't . . . well, | know too
much to stop now. If they knew how much I've figured out about their little game, they'd kill me
immediately. No messing, no ritual humiliation in front of the score whores in Church, just arapid
brainsuck and termination. Fiore's playing with fire.

Sam isin the living room, watching TV. | tiptoe past him and head upstairs, badly in need of a shower.
When | get to my room | shed my clothes, then go back to the bathroom and turn the water on, meaning
to wash today's stresses away.

Seconds after | get in | hear footsteps, then the bathroom door opening. "Reeve?"
"Yeah, it'sme" | call.

"Need to talk. Urgently."
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"After | finish," | say, nettled. "Can't it wait?"
"l suppose.”
Small torments add up; I'm now in athoroughly bad mood. What's life coming to, when | can't even take
a shower without interruption? | soap myself down methodically then wash my hair, taking care to rub
the inefficient surfactant gel into my scalp. After a couple of minutes of rinsing, | turn off the water and
open the door to reach for my towel, to be confronted by a surprised-looking Sam.
"Pass me the bath sheet," | tell him, trying to make the best of things. He complies hastily. Months of
living in this goldfish bowl society have done strange things to my body-sense, and | feel surprisingly
awkward about being naked in front of him. | think he feelsit, too. "What's so important?' | step out of
the shower as he holds the towel for me.

"Phone call," he mumbles, trying to look away—nhis eyes keep drifting back toward me.

"Uh-huh. Who from?* He folds me in the towel asif I'm a delicate treasure he's trying not to touch. |
shiver and try to ignoreiit.

"From Fer. He and El, they've heard something bad from Mick, and they're talking about sorting it out."
"Bad." | try to concentrate. The water on my skin is suddenly cold. "What kind of bad?"

"It's Cass, | think." | tense up inside. "Mick gave them some crazy story about hearing from Fiore. Said
the Priest told him that one of the rulesin hereis, what wasit, ‘be fruitful and exponentiate.' That you
can get a gigantic score bonus for having children.”

"That's not good," | say carefully, "but it might just be Mick acting in character."

"Well, yes, that's what Fer said, but then Mick told El he was going to get that bonus whether or not
Cass wanted it." He sounds apprehensive. "El wasn't sure what that meant."

My mind races. "Cass wasn't at Church yesterday, Sam. Last time | saw her she wouldn't talk—she
seemed afraid." | have a nasty feeling that | know what's going on. | really don't want it to be true.

"Yes, well, Fer called me when El told him Mick had made some kind of joke about stopping Cass
trying to escape for good. He wasn't sure just what it was but said it didn't sound right. Reeve, what's
going on? What are we going to do if it turns out he's been tying Cass up while he's been at work, or
using physical force, or something?"'

For someone living in adark ages sim, Sam can be heartbreakingly naive at times. "Sam, do you know
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what the word ‘rape’ means?"

"I've heard it," he says guardedly. "I thought it had to involve strangers, and usually killing. Do you think

| turn round. "We've got to find out what's going on, and we've got to get her out of thereif it'strue. |
don't think we can count on the police zombies, or Fiore for that matter, to help. Fiore's messed up in the
head anyway, even Y ourdon thinks so." | pause. "Thisisvery bad."

The thought of what Cass might be going through horrifies me, especially as| can guess how some of
our cohort will react if wetry to rescue her. Before last Sunday | might have been more hopeful, but
now | know better than to expect anything but gruesome savagery from our neighborsif they think their
precious points are at risk. "l think Janis would help, but she'sill. Alice, maybe. Angel is scared but will
probably follow if we approach her right. Jen—I don't want Jen around. What about you guys?"

"Fer agrees," Sam says simply. "He doesn't like the idea either. El, maybe not. | think if | ask, | can get
Greg and Martin and Alf involved. A team." He looks at me oddly.

"No killing," | say, warningly.

He shudders. "No! Never. But—"

"Someone's got to go find out if it'strue, or if it was just Mick making ajoke in bad taste. Right?"
He nods. "Right. Who?"

“I'll doit," | say flatly. "Tonight. I'm going to get dressed. Y ou get on the phone to people. Get them
round here. | want to sort out what we're doing before | go in, that way there won't be any nasty
surprises. All right?'

He nods then looks at me, an odd expression in his face. "Anything else?"
"Yes." | lean forward and kiss him quickly on the lips. "Get moving."

THREE hours later, we're holed up in avacant house on a quiet residential side street across the road
from what we now know is Cass and Mick's home, thanks to an obliging zombie taxi driver. This street
is still three-quarters unoccupied. We pile out of our three taxis at five-minute intervals and go to
ground. Fer was among the first to arrive. He got us into the empty house with a crowbar. There'snot a
lot of furniture, and everything is dusty—not to mention dark, because we don't want to turn on the
lights and risk alerting Mick—but it's better than trying to hide in the front garden for a couple of hours.
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There are only five of us—me, Sam, Fer, Greg, and Greg's spouse, Tammy. Tammy is determined and
very quietly furious—I think it's because she didn't realize how bad things really were until Sam phoned
Greg. It's nearly midnight, and we're al tired, but | run through the plan once again.

"Okay, one more time. I'm going to go across the road and ring the doorbell. I'll ask to see Cass.
Depending how Mick reacts, Sam and Fer, you'll rush him or hang back. 1've got the whistle. One
whistle means come in and get me, | need help. Two means get Mick." | stop. "Greg, Tammy, you take
the stockings, pull them over your heads. We don't want him to recognize you if you have to take Cass
and look after her."

"I hope you're wrong about this," Tammy says grimly.
"Sodol, believeme. Sodol." | glance sidelong at Fer.
"Mick's not been right in the head since I've known him," Fer mutters.

"Anything else before we go?' | ask, standing up.
"Yes," says Fer. "If you don't whistle, and you don't come out within ten minutes, I'm going in anyway."
He grips his crowbar.

"I should hope so." | nod, then get up and head across the road.

Mick's garden is overgrown with weeds, and the grassislong. There are no lights in the windows, but
that doesn't mean anything. Like our house, there's a conservatory at the front. The door stands open. |
step inside and look at the front door. There's anew lock drilled into it, big and chunky-looking. I ring
the doorbell. Nothing happens. | ring it again, and alight comes on in the hall. | tense up, ready for it as
| hear akey turn in the lock, then another key, and the door opens.

"You." It's Mick. He belches at me, and | smell sour wine on his breath. He's wearing adirty T-shirt and
boxers, and he's clutching ametal canister with an open top. "What do you want?' He leers at me. "Din't
| tellya not to bug me?"

"I want to see Cass," | say evenly. There's stuff piled in the hall. Looks like empty food cartons, rubbish.
It smells sickly sweet. "She wasn't at Church on Sunday."

"Yeah?' He raises the can and takes adrink from it, then looks at me dyly. "Comein."

| step over the threshold as he backs into the house. It looks like it started out as a mirror image of the
one Sam and | livein, but it's been trashed. The hall is stacked with ripped boxes of ready meals and bits
of decaying food. Something upstairs has leaked, and there's a smelly stain spreading down one wall.
"She's upstairs, resting,” he says, gesturing at the staircase. "Whyn't you go up an' see her?"
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| stare at him. "If you think she won't mind."
"She won't."

As | set foot on the staircase he sidles round below and closes the door, then twists both keysin the
locks. "Go on," he tells me, "nothin’ to worry about." He giggles.

That doesit. I've got the whistle on a cord round my neck, hidden under the jumper I'm wearing. | pull it
out and blow two sharp blasts as | take the steps two at atime. Mick winces, then turns to look up at me,
his face a picture of confusion slowly turning into anger. "Whatyuh do that for?" he shouts. Then there's
aloud thump from behind him as someone hits the door.

| make the top step and glance round quickly. The master bedroom is on the left, just like in my own
house. There are piles of filthy clothing mounded up along one wall, and | take in the sick-but-sweet
stench of blocked drains overlying something else, something less identifiable. | dart into the bedroom,
and my hand goes to the light switch. Something squeals.

There's a splintering crash downstairs and a bellow of inarticulate rage, but I'm too busy staring at the
bed to pay attention. Most of the furniture in the room has been trashed, like someone threw it about or
took an axetoit. The bed is the sole exception, but it's been stripped down to the mattress. It stinks of
excrement and stale urine, there are flies buzzing about, and it's occupied: Cassislying on it naked. Her
arms are tied to the headboard, and her legs to either corner of the bottom of the bed. She's filthy and
there are bruises on her thighs and her face looks like she's been repeatedly punched. That's where the
squealing noise is coming from. | think he's broken her jaw.

"Up here," | yell through the doorway. | turn back to her. "We'll get you out of here, my friend." | bend
over her and pull out the switchblade | brought along for emergencies. "Thisis going to hurt." | begin
sawing on the cord around her arms and she whimpers. As she moves there's a horrible stench from the
encrusted mattress and | realize sheisn't just skinny, she's half-starved, and there are sores on her arms,
angry red rope burns.

| hear more crashes and bangs from downstairs, then an angry yell. Cass whimpers, then moans loudly
asthe last cord parts; her arms flop limply, and she moans some more. Her hands are puffy and bruised-
looking, and I've got a bad feeling about them, but there's no time to waste. | move to the foot of the bed
and start sawing away at the rope around her right ankle, and that's when she screams and | see what he's
done to stop her from running away. There's blood on the rope because he's slashed the big tendon on
her ankle, and her foot flops uncontrollably, and every time it moves, she triesto scream, gurgling
around her broken jaw. He said you get lots of points for having a baby. | yell with fury, then there's
someone in the doorway. | look up and see it's Sam. There's a cut on his cheek that's bleeding, and one
eyeis half-closed. That gets my attention, and I'm in control again. "Over here," | say tensely. "l need
you to hold her leg still . . ."
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When we go downstairs, Greg phones a number | don't know about and calls an ambulance. Everyoneis
abit the worse for wear, except for Greg and Tammy. Sam is going to have a beautiful black eye
tomorrow, and Fer caught akick in the ribs while he and Sam and Greg were taking down Mick.
They've laid him out on the floor of the conservatory while we figure out what to do with him. I'm really
regretting my earlier stand against lynching, but the first priority isto get Cass to safety. We'll have
plenty of timeto deal with Mick later, assuming he doesn'tchoke on his own vomit while he's
unconscious. That would make things easier all round.

"How is she?' asks Tammy. "I'd better—"

"No." | stop her by standing in the way. "Trust me. We need to get her to the, the hospital. Thisisn't
something you can do at home."

"How bad?' Tammy demands.
"Hospital." | don't want her to see what Mick did to Cass'slegs. | don't want to be responsible tonight.

The ambulance arrives within five minutes, a boxy white vehicle with stylized red crescents on it. Two
polite zombies in blue uniforms come up to the front door. "Thisway," | say, leading them upstairs. For
once I'm glad there are zombies everywhere—they won't ask the kind of awkward questions someone
with cognitive autonomy might raise. Sam is up there with Cass, and a minute later the zombies pile
back downstairs to fetch a folding wheeled platform for her.

"Who is next of kin?' asks one of the zombies as they come down the stairs with Cass lying on the
stretcher.

Fer beginsto point toward Mick, and Tammy bats his hand away. "I am!" she says. "Take me with you."

"Request approved," says one of the zombies. "Ride up front, please." They wheel Cass out toward the
back of the vehicle, and Tammy follows them.

Greg watches her for a moment, then turns to look back at Mick. "What are we going to do with him?"
he asks.

There's ahard expression on Fer's face. "Nothing," | say quickly, before Fer can open his mouth and
stick hisfoot in it. "Remember what we agreed? No lynching." | pause. "What we do tomorrow is
another matter."

"Will the police do anything?' Fer asks after a moment.

"I don't think so," says Sam, coming downstairs. He's holding a damp towel to hiseye. "I really don't
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think they're programmed for this sort of thing. If we're unlucky, they'll come after us for trampling on
the flower bed and breaking down the door, but | don't think you can really expect a zombie to cope with
thissort of . . . thing." He looks very sober as he stares at Mick's prostrate form.

"Let'sgo home," | suggest. "How about we meet up tomorrow evening to talk about it?
"That works for me," says Greg. Sam nods.

| eye Mick's prostrate form. "If he tries to come after any of us, | think we should kill him."
"You sound asif you're not certain." That's Fer.

"Certain?' | stare at him: "Shit, I've got half amind to cut his throat right here! Except, Sunday"—I
swallow—"has kind of put me off." | stare at him some more. "Y ou kicked the shit out of him. Think
he'll come back for more?"

Greg shakes his head. "l hope he tries something,” he says, a curious half smile on hislips. | shiver. Just
for amoment he reminds me of Jen.

"Comeon, let'sgo." | take Sam's free hand. "Fer, would you call two taxis?

It's close to one in the morning when Sam and | get home, filthy and tired and bruised. "Go on in," | say,
pausing in the conservatory. "This shirt's going in the trash.” Sam nods wordlessly and goes indoors,
leaving me to strip off under the cool moonlight. | feel numb and tired, but also satisfied with the night's
work. | correct that—mostly satisfied. | unzip my trousersin case any of the crap on the bed rubbed off
on them, then | follow him inside.

Sam's standing in the living room doorway, holding a bottle of vodka and two tumblers. He hasn't turned
the lights on, but he's shed his shirt, and the moonlight shining through the tall glass windows outlines
his bare shouldersin silver. "l do not want to dream tonight," he says, holding the bottle out to me.

"Me neither." | take one of the glasses, then brush past him into the living room. I'm tired, | realize, but
I'm also wired with excitement and tension and apprehension about tomorrow, and a burning hot anger

for Cass—Why didn't | go round to see her before?—and a fresh hatred for Fiore and Y ourdon, and the
faceless scum who created this nightmare and expect usto liveinit. "What are you waiting for?' | drop
onto the sofa and hold my glass out. Sam tips colorless spirit into it. "C'mon."

He sits down next to me and fills his own glass, then caps the bottle. "I should have listened to you
earlier," he says, taking a mouthful.

"So0?' | raise my glass. "l hope the hospital can help. She was—"
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There's along moment of silence. It's probably only a couple of seconds, but it feels like hours.
"I didn't know."

"None of us did." But these sound like feeble excuses to me right now, so | take another mouthful of
vodkain order to have something else to occupy my mouth with.

"R-Reeve. There's something else | want you to know." | look at him sharply. He's looking right back at
me, and I'm suddenly conscious that I'm nearly naked. And he's not wearing that much either, now |
allow myself to noticeit.

"Go ahead," | say, trying to keep my voice neutral.

"I'm. Oh." He looks away, looking pained. Inexpressive. "Y esterday | said somethings| didn't really
mean. Hurtful things, some of them. | want to apologize."

"No apology needed," | say, my heart beating painfully fast.
"Oh, but thereis. You see, | didn't mean everything | said. But when | said * * * | wastelling the—"

"Stop right there." | raise a hand. "Those words. Y ou, uh, oh shit." My head's spinning. It's late at night,
I've been through alot, 1've been drinking vodka, and Sam's saying words to me that my ears refuse to
listen to. "l didn't hear you just now, and | know for sure you said the same thing before, and | didn't
hear the words." He looks puzzled, even offended. "I mean, | heard you speak, but | couldn't understand
them." I'm beginning to worry. "Y ou used the same phrase, didn't you? Exactly the same words? Could
there be something wrong with my—" He stands up and strides over to the sideboard to retrieve his
tablet, which has been lying there gathering dust for some time. "What?'

He says something to it, then holds it up in front of me. Dim letters glow on the screen:

| LOVEYOU

"Youwhat?' | say, "You'retryingtosay * * *—" And | know I'm saying the words, but | can't hear
them. "Shit." | shake my head. "It's me. Sam, I'm so sorry." | stand up and hug him. "* * * too. It's just,
there's something really flaky up with my language module. Is that what you've been trying to tell me?" |
lean back far enough to see hisface. "Isit?"
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"Yes," he admits. Hisface isapicture of worry. "l don't say that easily. And | can't hear it either, Reeve,
| thought | was going nuts."

"I guess not." I'm close enough to feel his crotch. "And | guess you only say that to people you're serious
about." He nods. "And maybe you're close enough that | can tell you that I'm flattered, and very happy,
and, and—" | pause. | feel asif | ought to know what this weird inability to understand those three happy
words means, but | can't quite recall it. "We've got to get out of here."

He nods. "l really don't like this," he says, miserably, awave of his hand encompassing everything from
his body outward. "I've—they should have spotted it. | don't feel right when I'm big and slow and fixed. |
mean, they can patch it temporarily but | don't like that, either, it's easier just not to be. Only they didn't
even give me a, a—" He's breathing too fast.

| feel astab of anger, not at Sam but at Fiore and the other idiots. "Y ou've got a big-body dysphoria,
haven't you?' He nods. "Figures." Kay spent awhole lifetime as an aien, didn't she? And kept changing
bodies, asif she couldn't quite settle on aform that she felt comfortable in. Doubtless it's fixable with
therapy, but fixing people's problemsisn't exactly what this polity is about. "Sam." | kiss him on the
cheek. "We've got to get out of here. Where's your tablet?"

"Over there."

"I need to show you something.” | let go of him and fetch it, intending to point out to him the myriad
ways in which the polity constitution turns usinto victims of a biologically deterministic tyranny. "Here
—" | page through it quickly. "Hey, | didn't see this before!"

"What?' He looks over my shoulder.

"List of revealed behavioral scores. Gender-based. Huh." | stare. Sex with your partner gets five points
for the very first occurrence, dropping off to one point each time after awhile. In other words, it'sa
decay function. "Adultery," that bad word, gets minus one hundred. There are some other crazy items.
Getting pregnant brings fifty points, bringing the baby to term brings another fifty. What's abortion?
Whatever it is, it gets hammered as hard as adultery, which iswhat got Esther and Phil into—Ilet's not go
there. There are other things here, the most improbabl e activities, that get huge penalties. But rape isn't
mentioned. Murder loses you just seventy points. What kind of sense does that make? It's ludicrous!
"Either they're trying to generate a psychotic polity, or the people in the society they derived these scores
from were off their heads."

"Or possibly both." Sam yawns. "Listen, it's late. We need to get some sleep. Why don't we go to bed
and chew this over tomorrow? With the others?’

"Yes." | put the tablet down, not mentioning that tomorrow I've got other plans because Fioreisvisiting
the library again. "Tomorrow is going to be avery interesting day."
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Bag

| spend along time lying in bed awake, fantasizing about what 1'd like to do to Mick, about what | think
he deserves to have done to him—Dbut which isn't going to happen. | finally drift into sleep after a
particularly brutal fantasy, and | dream again, but this time it's no nightmare. Rather, it's a flashback to
how | started my life asatank. | guess these flashbacks would be nightmarish, if they were still invested
with any emotional impact—instead they're grisly and freighted with significance, but drained of
Immediacy by time and necessity.

| stay aboard the MASucker Grateful for Duration for almost a gigasecond as it crawls slowly through
interstellar space. There's not really anything else | can do—we've been offlined by Curious Y ellow,
which appears to have targeted the ship for special treatment on the basis of its self-contained systems.
Half-crazy with worry for my family, tempered by apprehension about my situation, | check myself into
one of the ship's assemblers when it becomes clear that thisisn't atemporary outage, that something vast
and extremely ugly has overcome the Republic of Is and there's no way around it. We won't find out
what's happening until the Grateful for Duration reaches its next destination, an obscure religious retreat
in orbit around a small and very cold gas giant that orbits a brown dwarf about thirty trillion kilometers
away. | extract a promise from Kapitan Vecken that he'll unserialize me if anything interesting happens,
then archive myself to backup storage for the duration.

When | blink and awaken in the A-gate, the universe has changed around me. I've been asleep for a
gigasecond while we crawled across almost three Urth-style "light years,” then spent a megasec
decelerating under high-gee conditions to a rendezvous with Delta Refuge. The contemplatorian
monastery has been erased and filed in deep storage, bits and atoms reconfigured into the sinister angled
constructs of amilitary-industrial complex. Kapitan Vecken is reluctant to lend his ship to the resistance
cabal, but he's happy to run off a clone of his stand-alone A-gate to help speed their botched, jerry-built
attempts at constructing a sterile, uninfected nano-ecosystem. And he's happy to put me ashore. So |
meet the resistance.

At that time—when | first join them—the Linebarger Cats are an informal group of refugees, dissidents,
and generally uncooperative alienists who resent any attempt to dictate their conscious phase space.
They livein afew cramped habs with little attempt to conceal the artificiality of the environment. In my
first few kiloseconds the close-lipped paramilitaries who insist on searching me as| climb out of the
transfer pod explain what 1've missed. The infection is a history worm. It infiltrates A-gates. If you go
into an infected A-gate, it crudely deletes chunks of your memory (mostly at random, but if you
remember anything from before the Republic of Is, you're likely to loseit). Then it copiesits own kernel
into your netlink. There are some bootstrap instructions. If you find an uninfected gate, there'sa
compulsion to put it into operator debugging mode, enter commands via the conversational interface,
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then upload yourself. At which point the A-gate executes the infected boot |oader in your netlink, copies
it into its working set, and—bang!—another infected gate.

Assemblers are an old established technology, and for many gigaseconds they've been a monoculture,
best-of-breed, al using the same subsystems—if you want a new A-gate, you just tell the nearest
assembler to clone itself. Where Curious Y ellow got started we do not know, but once it was in the wild,
it spread like an ideal gas, percolating through the network until it was everywhere.

It takes awhile for aworm to overrun an A-gate network while in stealth mode, using human brains as
the infective vector, but once the infection reaches critical mass, it's virtually impossible to stop it
spreading throughout an entire polity.

Once the activation signal is sent, everything speeds up. Suddenly, there are privileged instruction
channels. Infected A-gates sprout defenses, extrude secure netlinks to the nearest T-gates, and start
talking to each other directly to exchange orders and information. Here's the fun thing about Curious
Y ellow—A-gates that are infected can send each other message packets, peer to peer. If you've got the
right authentication keys, you can send a distant gate running Curious Y ellow instructions to make
things. Or modify things. Or change people as they pass through it. It's an anything box.

Fearful weapons appear, seemingly at random, engaged on search and destroy missions for who knows
what. Someone, somewhere, is writing the macros, and the only way to stay clear isto sever al T-gate
connections, shutting the rogue assemblers off from their orders. But the A-gates are still infected, still
running Curious Yellow. And if you use them to make more A-gates, those will be infected, too, even if
you write complete new design templates—Curious Y ellow's payload incorporates a pattern recognizer
for nanoreplicators and inserts itself into anything that |ooks even remotely similar. The only solution is
to drop back to prereplicator tech, use the infected gates to make dumb tools, then try to rebuild a sterile
assembler from the wreckage of post-A cceleration technosystems.

Or you can surrender to Curious Y ellow and try to live with the consequences, as the Linebarger Cats
explain to me in words of one syllable. Then they ask me what | intend to do, and | ask if | can sign up.

Which explains how | ended up as atank, but not really why.

| wake up asthe bright light of dawn crosses the edge of my pillow. | stretch and yawn and look at Sam
sleeping beside me, and for a heart-stoppingly tender moment | long to be back on the outside, where
I'm Robin and she's Kay and we're both properly adjusted humans who canbe whoever we want to be
and do whatever we want to do. For amoment | wish I'd never found out who hewas.. . .

So | force myself to get out of bed. It'salibrary day, and | need to be there because I've got at least one
customer to deal with—Fiore. I'm tired and apprehensive, wondering in the cold light of day if I've
blown everything. The idea of going through a normal working cycle after what happened last night
feels bizarre, the sort of thing a zombie would do—asif I'm entirely a creature of unconscious habit,
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obedient to the commands of an unknown puppeteer. But there's more to it than just doing the job, |
remind myself. I've got adifferent goal in mind, something else that the day job isjust a cover for. I'm
still not entirely sure what's going on here, why | was sent, and who Y ourdon and Fiore are, but enough
stuff has surfaced that | can make an educated guess, and the picture I'm piecing together isn't pretty.

I'm fairly sure that from the outside Y FH-Polity must appear to be a successful socia psychology
experiment. It's a closed microcosm community with its own emergent rules and internal dynamics that
seem to be eerily close to some of the books I've been reading in my spare hoursin the library. It's got to
be providing great feedback on dark ages society for Yourdon and Fiore to wave under the noses of the
academic oversight committee appointed by the Scholastium. But on the inside of the glasshouse, things
are changing very rapidly. When Y ourdon and Fiore and the mysterious Hanta announce a continuation,
and say that all the inmates have agreed to extend their consent, nobody's going to look too deeply. By
then, the experimental population will have nearly doubled. Half the inmates will be newborn citizens,
unknown to the oversight committee on the outside. Maybe it's even worse than that—I ought to go to
the hospital and visit Cass, nose around, and see what their maternity facilities are like. I'll bet they're
pretty advanced for a dark ages facility. And that they're expecting plenty of multiple births.

There's also the question of the box files in the document repository. | figure they contain about a billion
words of data, committed to a storage medium that is stable for tens of gigasecs, potentialy even for
hundreds. Soores. That's what they need the babies for, isn't it? | can't remember why we don't have
repeated outbreaks of Curious Y ellow anymore, it's one of those memories that's buried too deeply for
me to retrieve. But there's got to be a connection, hasn't there? The original Curious Y ellow infection
spread via human carriers, crudely editing them to insert its kernel code and making them issue
debugger commands to load and execute on each assembler they found. It spread viathe netlink. Our
netlinks don't work properly, do they? Hmm. The new A-gates are different, but they're equally a
monoculture, just one that's designed to resist Curious Y ellow's infection strategy. | can't help thinking
about that MilSpec assembler in the library basement. There's something I'm missing here, something |
don't quite have enough data for—

I'm dressed for work, standing in the kitchen holding a mug of coffee, and | don't remember how | got
here. For amoment | shudder, in the grip of an anonymous sense of abstract horror. Did | just get
dressed, walk downstairs, and make coffee in an introspective haze as| tried to get to grips with the real
purpose of thisfacility? Or is something worse happening? The way | can read the words "I love you"
but hear them as"* * *" suggests something's not quite right in my speech center. If I'm suffering
memory dropouts, | could be quiteill. | mean, really ill. The small of my back prickles with cold sweat
as| realize that | might be about to unravel like aknit jumper hooked by anail. I know my memory's
full of gaps where associations between concepts and experiences have been broken, but what if too
much has gone? Can the rest of me just disappear spontaneously, speech and memory and perceptions
falling victim to an excess of editing?

Not knowing who you are is even worse than not knowing who you were.

file://IK|/eMule/lncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20G| asshouse?620(v1.0)%20[ html].html (149 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

| get out of the house asfast as| can (leaving Sam asleep upstairs in the bedroom) and walk to work.
The weather is as hot as usual—we seem to be moving into a scheduled "summer" season—and | make
good time even though | set off in the opposite direction from normal, intending to loop around the back
way and come into the downtown district where the library is via a different road.

| open up thelibrary. It's neat and tidy—when neither Janis nor | are there | guess there's probably a
zombie janitor on staff duty. | head to the back room to fortify myself with another coffee before Fiore
arrives, and as I'm waiting for the kettle to boil | get a surprise.

"Janis! What are you doing here? | thought you wereill."

"I'm feeling alot better," she says, summoning up apale smile. "Last week | was getting sick alot, and
the lower back pain was getting to me, but I'm less nauseous now, and aslong as | don't have to do alot
of bending or lifting, | should be all right for awhile. So | thought I'd come in and sit in on the front
desk for abit."

Shit. "Well, it's been very quiet for the past few days,” | tell her. "Y ou don't have to stay." A thought
strikes me. "Y ou heard about Sunday."

"Yes." Her expression closes up. "l knew something bad was going to happen—Esther and Phil were too
indiscreet—but | didn't expect anything like . . ."

"Would you like some coffee?' | extemporize, trying to figure out how to get her out of here whilel do
things that could get me into deep shit if they go wrong.

"Yes, please." She's got that brooding look, now. "I could strangle the greasy little turd.”

"Fiore's visiting thismorning,” | say, managing to pitch my voice as casually as | can, hoping to get her
attention.

"Heis, ishe?' Shelooks at me sharply.
| lick my lips. " Something else happened last night. [—it would really help if you could do me afavor."
"What kind of favor? If it's about Sunday—"

"No." | take a deep breath. "It's about one of my cohort. Cass. Her husband, Mick, he's been, uh, well,
some of us went round yesterday night, and we took her to the hospital. We're making sure he doesn't go
anywhere near her, and meanwhile—"

"Mick. Short guy, big nose, eyes as mad as a very mad thing indeed. That him?'
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Janis swears, quietly. "How bad was it?"

| debate how much to tell her. "It's about as bad as it can get. If he finds her again, I'm afraid he'll kill
her." | stare at her. "Janis, Fiore knew. He had to! And he didn't do anything. I'm half-expecting him to
nail usall for aton of points next Sunday for intervening."

She nods thoughtfully. " So what do you want me to do?"

| switch the kettle off. "Take today off sick, like you have for the past few days. Go to the hospital, visit
Cass. If they've wired her jaw, she might be able to talk. We can't be with her al the time, but | think
she'll need someone around. And someone whao'll be there to call the police if Mick shows up. | don't
know if the hospital zombies will do that."

"Forget the coffee, I'm out of here." As she stands up she looks at me oddly. "Good luck with whatever
you're planning for Fiore," she says. "l hopeit's painful." Then she heads for the door.

AFTER Janisleaves, | go and wait behind the front desk. Fiore shows up around midmorning and
pointedly ignores me. | offer him a coffee and get afish-eye stare instead of a"yes'—he seems
suspicious. | wonder if it's because of what happened last night? But he's here alone, with no police and
no tame congregation of score whores to back him up, so he pretends he didn't seeme at all, and |
pretend | don't know anything's wrong. He heads for the locked door in the reference section, and |
manage to hold back the explosive gulp of air my lungs are straining for until he's gone.

My hands keep tensing and kneading the handles of my bag as if they belong to someone else. There'sa
carving knife in the bag, and I've sharpened the blade. It's not much of a dagger, but I'm betting that
Fioreisn't much of aknife fighter. With any luck he won't notice anything, or he'll assume Y ourdon is
the author of my little modification to the cellar and, therefore, leave it alone. The knife isfor the worst
case, if | think Fiore has realized what I'm up to. It's piss poor compared to the kit | used to work with,
but it's better than nothing. So | sit behind this desk like a prim and proper librarian, entertaining mad
fantasies about sawing off the Priest's head with a carving knife while | wait for him to emerge from the
repository.

Sweat trickles down the small of my back as | look out across the forecourt toward the highway,
watching the pattern of light and shade cast by the leaves of the cherry trees on either side of the path
shift and recombine on the concrete paving stones. My head hurts as | run through my fragmentary
information again. Are my intermittent disconnects hiding things from me that | need to know?

Riddle me this: Why would three missing renegade psyops specialists from the chaos that followed the
fall of the Republic of |s surface inside an experiment re-enacting an historical period about which we
know virtually nothing? And why would the filing cupboard at the library contain what looks like a copy
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of the bytecode to Curious Y ellow, printed on paper? Why can't | hear the spoken words "l love you,"
and why am | suffering from intermittent memory blackouts? Why is there a stand-alone A-gate in the
basement, and what is Fiore doing with it? And why does Y ourdon want us to have lots and lots of
babies?

| don't know. But there's one thing I'm absolutely clear about: These scumsuckers used to work for
Curious Y ellow or one of the cognitive dictatorships, and thisis al something to do with the aftermath
of the censorship war. I'm here because old-me, the Machiavellian guy with the pen whittled from his
own thighbone, harbored deep suspicions along these very lines. But in order to get me in through the
Y FH firewalls he had to erase the chunks of his memories that would give him away—and those are the
very pieces of methat | need in order to understand the situation!

It's frustrating. It's also immensely worrying because there's more at risk here than simple personal
danger—whether from the experimenters or the other victims. | have afaint inkling of the pain and
suffering Curious Y ellow caused the first time it got out, and of the terrible struggle it took to chop up
the worm's Chord-type network and sterilize every single assembler. It ruptured what was once an
integrated interstellar civilization, smashing it into a mess of diamond-shard polities. How did we stop
it...?

Footsteps. It's Fiore, looking curiously self-satisfied as he heads toward the library doors.
"Finished, Father?' | call.

"Yes, that isall for today." He inclines his head toward me, a gesture that's evidently intended to be
gracious but that comes over as a pompous bob. Then his eyebrows furrow in afrown. "Ah yes, Reeve.
You were involved in the business last night, | believe?’

My left hand tightens on the knife handle inside my bag. "Yes." | stare him down. "Do you know what
Mick was doing to Cass?'

"I know that"—something seems to occur to him, and he changes direction in midsentence—"it is a most
serious thing indeed to interfere in the holy relation between husband and wife. But in some
circumstances it may be justifiable." He stares at me owlishly. "She was pregnant, you know."

"And?"

He must think my expression is one of puzzlement, because he explains, "If you hadn't intervened, she
might have lost the child." He glances at his watch. "Now, you must excuse me—I have an appointment.
Good day." And he's off through the door again like a shot, leaving me watching him from behind,
mouth agape with disbelief.

Why is Fiore concerned with the health of afetus, but not about its mother being assaulted, repeatedly
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raped, held prisoner for weeks, maimed in such away that she may never walk again? Why? He's got all
the human empathy of a zombie. What's wrong with him? And why did he suddenly change histune?1'd
swear he was about to denounce what we did last night, but then he moderated his line. Fear of what the
Bishop might say if he incited another near riot over the way we rescued Cass, or something else?

They want usto have lots of children. But why is that important to them? Is it something to do with
Curious Y ellow?

| grind my teeth until Fioreisout of sight, then | hop down from my stool, hang up the CLOSED sign,
and head for the lock-up. The secret basement downstairsis as| left it except for the assembler, whichis
chugging to itself and gurgling as it loads feedstock or coolant or something through pipesin the floor. |
guess Fiore's set it running some kind of long batch job. But checking up on it isn't why I'm down here
right now—I'm here to retrieve the video cartridge from the camcorder | left running on the equipment
shelf.

The camcorder isasmall metal box with alens on one side and a screen covering the other. | don't know
what's going on inside it. It certainly isn't an original dark ages artifact—I've seen pictures of them in the
library books—but it does the same job. Along with all the other tech artifacts in this polity, some set
designer probably slaved over it for hours trying to figure out how to give it the right functionality
without adding too much. They got it wrong, but not too wrong. The original machines used things
called "tapes' or "disks," but this one just writes everything it sees onto a memory diamond the size of a
sand grain that's good for a gigasec of events.

| go sit down on the sofato play with the 'corder. Putting my bag down next to me, | poke at the display
until I've zapped back an hour or three. Then | fast-forward through darkness until the light comes on
and Fiore comesin. At triple normal speed | watch as he goes over to the bookshelves and |eafs through
acouple of folders. | pause and zoom in to see what he was reading: POLICY ON SEXCRIME,
followed by aglance at FAMILIAL STABILITY INDEX, whatever that is. Next, he trots over to the A-
gate and chattersto it, gesturing at the terminal. | don't see any sign of biometric authentication, no
retinal scan or anything, but he may have used a password. The gate cylinder rotates around its long
axis, and he stepsinside. Fast-forward and about a kilosecond later he steps out again, blinking. So he's
just backed himself up, has he?

Back at the control terminal Fiore issues some more commands, and the gate begins chugging to itself. |
glance over my shoulder. Yes, it's still doing that—just some kind of long synthesis job. He heads for
the staircase and—

Shit! | whip round and reach for my bag. The A-gate cylinder is opening.

Knifein left hand, bag in right hand. Everything is crystal clear. Fiore suspected. He backed himself up,
then set an ambush, and I've blown it. The cylinder turns and the interior cracks into view. White light, a
smell of violets and some kind of weird volatile organics, a bit of steam. There's someone/something in
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there, moving.

| dart forward, bag raised, knife ready to block. They're sitting up, head turning. I'll only get one chance
to do this. Heart pounding, | upend the empty shoulder bag over the head, lank black hair—fat jowls
wobbling indignantly hands coming up—and | shove the knife blade up against his throat and yell,
"Freeze!"

The duplicate Fiore freezes.

"Thisisaknife. If you move or make a sound or try to dislodge the bag over your head, | will cut your
throat. If you understand, say yes."

Hisvoice is muffled, but sounds amost amused. "What if | say no?"
"Then | cut your throat." | move the knife dlightly.
"Yes," he says hurriedly.

"That'sgood." | adjust my grip. "Now let me tell you something. Y ou are thinking you have a working
netlink and you can call for help. You're wrong, because netlinks work via spread spectrum, and you're
wearing a Faraday cage over your head, and although it's open at the bottom you're standing in a cellar.
The signal's attenuated. Do you understand?’

Pause. "There's nobody there!" He sounds dlightly panicky. Clever fellow.

"I'm glad you said that because if you hadn't, I'd have cut your throat," | tell him. "Like | said earlier, if
you try and lose the bag, I'll kill you immediately."

He's shaking. Oh, | shouldn't be enjoying this, but | am. For everything you've done to us | ought to kill
you a hundred times over. What have | turned into? I'm almost shaking with the intensity of—it'slike
hunger, the yearning. "Listen to these instructions. | will shortly tell you to stand up. When | do so, |
want you to slowly rise, keeping your arms by your sides. If at any point you can't feel the knife, you'd
better freeze, because if you keep moving, I'll kill you. When you're on your feet, you will step fifty
centimeters forward, then slowly move your hands behind your back. Y ou will then lace your fingers
together. Now, slowly, stand up."

Fiore, to give him his due, has a cool enough head to do exactly as| tell him with no hesitation and no
hysterics. Or maybe he just knows exactly what he can expect if he doesn't obey. He can't be under any
Illusions about how hated heis, can he?

"Forward one pace, then hands behind back," | say. He steps forward. | have to stretch to keep the knife
around his neck, but | reach down with my free hand and follow his right arm round. Now is the moment
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of danger—if he were to kick straight back while blocking with his left shoulder he could hurt me badly
and probably get away. But I'm betting Fiore knows very little indeed about serious one-on-one physical
mayhem, and the bag over his head should keep him disoriented long enough for me to do this. | step to
one side, reach into my pocket with my right hand until | find what 1'm after, then squeeze the contents
of the tube over his hands and fingers. Cyanoacrylate glue—the librarian's fiel d-expedient handcuffs.
"Don't move your hands," | tell him.

"What isit—" He stops. Of course he can't help moving his hands and the stuff flows into small cracks.
It's less viscous than water but it polymerizesin seconds. | move the knife round to the side of his neck
and examine my handiwork. He might be able to get his hands apart if he'swilling to leave skin behind,
but he won't be able to take me by surprise while he's doing it.

"Okay, we're now going to take three slow steps forward. Y es, you can shuffle. I'll tell you when to stop
—easy, easy, stop!"

| stop him in the middle of an open patch of floor. | need to think. He's breathing hoarsely inside the

improvised hood, and he stinks of fear-sweat. Any moment now, helll realize that | can't let him live,
then he'll be uncontrollable. I've got maybe twenty seconds—

"When my husband says* * * | can't hear him," | say conversationally. "What does that mean?"
"It means you're infected with Curious Y ellow." He sounds oddly placid.

"Y ou ran off aduplicate of yourself as a guard to see who was coming in here,” | tell him. "That was
smart. Were you afraid | was using the A-gate?"

"Yes," he saystersely.
"It'simmune to the strain I'm infected with, isn't it?" | ask.
| can feel his musclestensing. "Yes," he says reluctantly.

"And Y ourdon didn't insist it was locked to your netlinks?' | ask, tensing as | gamble everything on the
right answer.

He doesn't give it to me verbally, but he grunts and begins to pull his hands apart and | know I'm right,
but | also know I've got about three seconds left. So | step in close behind him and run my right hand
down his chest, caressing, and he freezes when | get to his crotch. A moment of relief—he's
anatomically orthohuman, and male. | grab his balls and squeeze viciously. He jackknifes forward,
speechless and gasping, almost knocking me over with the violence of it, and the bag goes flying. But
that's okay, because a moment later | grab his hair and while he's preoccupied with the terrible breath-
sucking pain, | pull his head up and run the knife blade smoothly through his carotid artery and thyroid
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cartilage, just below the hyoid bone.

See, the difference between me and Fioreisthat | don't enjoy killing, but I know how to do it. Whereas
Fiore gets off on control fantasies and watching his score whores lynch lovers, but it didn't occur to him
to tell the assembler to restore him holding aweapon, and it took him almost twenty seconds to realize
that | was going to have to kill him regardless of anything he did or said. Basically, Fioreisyour
bureaucrat-type killer who runs push-button experiments by remote control, while I'm—

| blank again.

THE civil war lasts two gigasecs, nearly sixty-four years by the reckoning of long-lost Urth. It's
probably still raging in some far-flung corners of human space. When the longjump network was
shattered in an attempt to firewall the damage, it split the interstellar net into disjoint domains separated
by lightspeed communications lag. Isolated pockets of Curious Y ellow are probably still running, out
beyond the liberated light cone, in the eternal darkness and cold—just as there may be outposts of free
posthumanity who dropped off the net when the Republic of Is disintegrated. Redaction, the deletion of
memory, is Curious Y ellow's deadliest weapon—some of those polities might have been deliberately
forgotten, their proximal T-gate endpoints dropped into stars and the memories of their existence erased
from everyone who used an infected A-gate. The true horror of Curious Y ellow isthat we have no way
of knowing how much we have lost. Entire genocidal wars could have been wiped from our memories as
iIf they never happened. Perhaps this explains the worm's peculiar vendetta against practicing historians
and archaeologists. It, or its creator, is afraid we will remember something . . .

| spend my first gigasec among the Cats being atank. There's very little that is human left in me once |
get aclear picture of what's going on. It's not hard to generalize from the tales of random atrocities
committed against people who specialize in the past; besides, the gigasecond of nonexistence | spent
aboard Grateful for Duration isasmall death in its own right—time enough for children to mature as
adults, for spouses to despair, mourn, and move on. Even if by some miracle my family hasn't been
targeted for liquidation because of my career, they're still lost to me. That sort of experience tends to
make one bitter. Bitter enough to give up on humanity as abad job, bitter enough to experiment with
other, more sinister, identities.

About my body: | mass approximately two tons and stand three meters high at the shoulder. My nervous
system is nonbiol ogical—I'm running as a real-time sim with sensory engagement through my panzer's
pain nerves. (The long-term dangers of complete migration into virtch are well understood, but
avoidable to some extent by maintaining a somatotype and staying anchored in the real world. Besides
which, there's an emergency to deal with.) If | have to, | can accelerate my mind to ten times normal
speed. My skin is an exotic armor, pebbled with monocrystalline diamonds held in a shock-absorbent
guantum dot matrix that can be fast-tuned to match the color of any background from radio frequencies
through to soft X-rays. For fingernails | have retractable diamond claws, and for fists—clench and point
—I have blasters. | don't eat, or breathe, or shit, but take power from a coil wrapped around an endless
stream of plasma gated from the photosphere of a secret star.
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Asacallout sign | adopt the name liddellhart. The other Cats don't know what this signifies. Maybe that
explains why over the bloody course of four hundred megs and sixteen engagements | end up being
promoted to template-senior sergeant and replicated a hundredfold. Unlike Loral and some of the others,
| don't freeze up when there's a problem. | don't experience shock and dissociation when | realize we've
just decapitated twelve thousand civilians and shoved their heads into atactical assembler that is silently
failing to back them up. | do what's necessary. | don't hesitate when it's necessary to sacrifice six of me
In asuicide attack to buy time for the rest of the intrusion team to withdraw. | don't feel anything much
except for icy hatred, and while | appreciate in the abstract that I'm sick, I'm not willing to ask for
medical attention that might impair my ability to fight. Nor do our shadowy directors, who are watching
over us al, seefit to override me.

For the first gigasec, we pursue the war by traditional methods. We find half-forgotten T-gates leading
into polities under the control of Curious Y ellow. We go through, shoot up the assemblers they're using
asimmigration firewalls, establish atoehold, fight our way in, install sanitized A-gates of our own, and
forcibly run the civilian population through them to remove the Curious Y ellow taint from their heads.
The ones who survive usually thank us afterward.

At first it'srelatively easy, but later we find we are attacking polities where the defenses are heavier, and
later still Curious Y ellow starts programming the civilians to fight bitterly and without quarter. 1've seen
naked children, shaking in the grip of an existentia breakdown, walking toward panzers with Vorpal
blades clutched inexpertly in both hands. And I've seen worse things than that. The idea of Curious

Y ellow, of surrender to a higher cause, seems to appeal to a certain small subset of humanity. These
people manipulate the worm, customizing its payload to establish quisling dictatorshipsin its shadow,
and the horrors these gauleitersinvent in its service are far worse than the crude but direct tactics the
origina worm used.

Quite late on in the campaign | realize this and, in afitful flashback to my earlier self, | begin to spend
some of my spare time thinking about the implications. My study of the psychology of collaboration
becomes one of the most heavily accessed stacks in the Cats internal knowledge base. So it probably
shouldn't come as a surprise when | receive a summons to headquarters, combined with orders to
converge my deltas and revert to orthohuman skin before transit.

At first I'm apprehensive. |'ve grown used to being an armored battalion, spending most of my seconds
between action inicy orbit around a convenient failed star or exoplanet. Breathing and eating and
slegping and emoting are worrying, senseless handicaps. | recognize that they are of interest in
comprehending the enemy motivational framework, and allowances must be made for them among the
people we liberate, but why should | subject myself to the frailties of flesh? But eventualy | realize that
it's not about me. | need to be able to work with the headquarters staff. So | reconverge my various
selves, erasing my identity from the kilotons of heavy metal that have until so recently been my limbs,
and | report to the nearest field command node for up-processing.

WHEN | cometo, | find I'm leaning over the A-gate control panel. In my left hand I'm clutching a
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dripping knife so tightly that my fingers are close to cramping. There's blood halfway across the room,
forming an obscene lake.

If | got it right, he won't have had time to use his netlink. He'll have been in acute physical agony as his
head came out of the bag, then he'll have blacked out because of blood loss. Unconsciousness within ten
seconds: It's more than he deserved.

But now I've got a huge problem, namely a hundred and ten kilos of dead meat lying in about ten liters
of gorein the middle of a grass carpet that's already dying. Is thisincriminating or what? Oh, and my
sweater and skirt and sensible shoes are covered in blood. This does not look good.

| laugh, and it comes out as a hysterical giggle with more than alittle madnessinit. Thisisbad, | think.
But there's got to be something—

For amoment | flash back to the time with the malfunctioning A-gate, the pools of fluid and lumps of
deanimated meat. That helps stabilize me, in away: It makesit clear what | have to do. | pick up Fiore's
arm and give it an experimental tug. His sallow flesh ripples, and when | put my back into it, he jerks
free of the carpet and skids afew centimeters toward me. | grunt and tug again, but it's not easy to move
him so | pause for a bit and look around. There's some kind of cabling on one of the tool shelves, so | go
over and grab a couple of meters of wire, twine it around historso under the arms, and use it to pull him
toward the A-gate. Finally, | get him into position, back inside the gate chamber. It's hard to keep him
inside—one leg keeps flopping out—but eventually | figure out that | can hold himinif | use the rest of
the cable to truss him up.

"Okay, takefive," | tell myself breathlessly, bending over the field terminal. Talking to yourself, Reeve?
| ask ironically. Are we going mad, yet? My fingers leave sticky reddish smearsonit as| prod at virtch
controls, but eventually | manage to bring up the conversational interface. The gate seemsto have aload
of scheduled background synthesis jobs queued up, but it's multitasking, and thisis an interrupt: " Gate
accept raw waste feedstock for disassembly okay."

"Okay," saysthe gate, and the door whines dlightly asit seals around the evidence.

"Gate select template cleaning systems index that there, | want one of them, make me one of them okay."

"Okay, fabricating," says the gate. "Time to completion, three hundred and fifty seconds after end of
current job." Ah, the conveniences of modern life.

| go upstairs to the common room and make myself a cup of tea

Whileit's brewing, | strip off my outer clothes and drop them in the sink. We've got some basic cleaning
eguipment, and the detergent is pretty good at getting out stains, probably better than anything they had
in the real dark ages. A couple of rinses, and my skirt and sweater are ssmply soaking wet, so | wring
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them out and drape them over the thermal vent and dial up the air temperature.

Back downstairs, | find the A-gate gaping open and the stuff | asked for sitting inside it. Fiore has been
transformed into a carpet cleaning machine and a bunch of absorbent towels. It takes another trip
upstairsto fill its tank with water. The smell of solvents makes me dizzy, but after half an hour I've
gotten the visible bloodstains out of the carpet and off the walls and shelves. | can't easily do anything
about the celling tiles, but unless you knew someone had been killed in here you'd just mistake the spots
for aleak upstairs. So | put the carpet cleaner back in the gate and talk to myself.

"It'sablind," | say, then yawn. It must be the adrenaline rush finally subsiding. "Fiore, Y ourdon, and the
other one. Psywar specialists working on emergent group behavior controls." The blackouts seems to
have jostled free some more fragmentary memories, dossiers on—"War criminals. Ran the security
apparat for the Third People's Glorious Future Sphere. When the vermifuge was released, they went on
the run. They've spent the past gigasecs working on a countervermifuge, then on away to harden
Curious Yellow."

| blink. Isthis me, talking? Or a different me, using my speech centers to communicate with the rest of—
whoever | am?

"Priority. Exfiltration. Priority. Exfiltration." My hands are moving over the gate control systems even
without me willing them. "Shit!" | yelp. But there's no stopping them, they know what they're doing.
They seem to be setting up an output program.

"System unavailable," says the gate, itstone of voice flat and unapologetic. "L ongjump grid connectivity
unavailable."

Whatever my hands are doing, it doesn't seem to work. Something has shaken loose inside my memory,
something vast and ugly. "Y ou must escape, Reeve," | hear my own voice telling me. "This program will
auto-erase in sixty seconds. Network connectivity to external manifold is not available from this
location. Y ou must escape. Auto-erase in fifty-five seconds.”

Even though I'm only wearing clothes-liners, | break out in a cold sweat up and down my spine. "Who
areyou?' | whisper.

"This program will auto-erase in fifty seconds,” something inside me replies.

"Okay, | hear you! I'm going, I'm going already!" I'm terrified that when it says this programit means me
—obvioudly it's some kind of parasite payload, like the Curious Y ellow boot kernel. But where can |
escape to? | look up, at the ceiling, and it clicks into place. | need to go up, through the walls of the
world. Maybe, just maybe, this polity is interleaved with others—if so, if | can just break into an upper

or lower deck, there may be away to get to a T-gate and rejoin the manifold of the Invisible Republic.
"Going up, right?"'
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"This program will auto-erase in thirty seconds. Escape vector approved. Conversational interface
terminated.”

It goes very quiet in my head; | stand over the assembler terminal shivering, taking rapid shallow
breaths. A shadow seems to have passed from my mind, leaving only a cautious peace behind. The
horror | feel is hollow, now, an existential dread—So they hid zombie code inside me? Whoever they
were?—but I'm back, I'm still me. I'm not going to suddenly stop existing, to be replaced by a smiling
meat puppet wearing my body. It was just an escape package, configured to report home after a preset
period or some level of stressif | couldn't figure out what to do. When it couldn't dial out, it issued a
callback to me, the conscious cover, and told me what it wanted. Which isfine. If | do what it wants and
escape, then | can get any other little passengers dug out of my skull and everything will be great! And |
want to escape anyway, don't I? Don't I? Think happy thoughts.

"Fuck, | just killed Fiore," | whisper. "I've got to get out of here! What am | doing?"

Upstairs, the common room is as steamy as a sauna. Coughing and choking | dial down the heat, grab
my damp clothes, and pull them on, then head for the door. Then—thisis the hardest part—I pat my hair
into order, pick up my bag, and calmly walk across the front lot toward the curb to hail a passing taxi.

"Take me home," | tell the driver, teeth nearly chattering with fear.

Home, the house I've shared with Sam for long enough to make it feel like somewhere | know, is a scant
five minutes away by taxi. It feelslikeit's halfway to the next star system. "Wait here," | tell the driver. |
get out and head for the garage. | don't want to see Sam, | really hope he's at work—if he sees me, |
might not be able to go through with this. Or even worse, he might get dragged in. But he's not around,
and | manage to get into the garage and pick up my cordless hammer drill, a bunch of spare bits, and
some other handy gadgets | laid aside against arainy day. | go back to the taxi, and I'm still tightening
the belt to hang everything off when it moves away.

We cruise up aresidential street, low houses set back from the road behind white picket fences,
separated by trees. It's hot outside, loud with the background creaking of arthropods. We driveinto a
tunnel entrance. | take a deep breath. "New orders. Stop right here and wait sixty seconds. Then drive
through the tunnel and keep going. Keep your radio turned off. At each road intersection, pick a
direction at random and keep driving. Do not stop, other than to avoid obstructions. Accept one thousand
units of credit. Continue driving until my credit expires. Confirm." | bite my lower lip.

"Wait sixty seconds. Drive, turning randomly at each intersection, until credit limit exceeded. Avoid
obstacles. Confirm?"

"Doit!" | say, then | open the door and pile out into the tunnel mouth with my kit. | wait tensely as the
zombie drives off, then | start walking back into the blackness.
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The tunnel darkens asit curves, and | pull the big metal flashlight out. Like everything else here, it's
probably not authentic, no electrochemical batteries—the same infrastellar T-gate that powers cars or
starships will suffice to provide atrickle of current to awhite diode plate. Right now, that's good news. |
shineit at the wallsto either side as | walk, until | come to one of the recessed doors. Unlike the last
time | came thisway, I'm prepared for it. Out comes the hammer drill, and | only spend afew seconds
dliding a stone bit into it—all that time in the garage has paid off, | guess. The racket it makes as it bites
and chews at the concrete next to the door is deafening, but chunks of synrock fall away, and the air fills
with acrid dust that bites at my lungs when | inhale. Should have brought a mask, | realize, but it's a bit
late now, and anyway, the sound and feel of the drill is changing as the bit skitters across bright metal.
"Hah!" | mutter, resisting the frantic itch that keeps prodding me to look over my shoulder.

It takes me a couple of minutes to get enough of the surface of the doorframe exposed to be sure what
I'm looking at, but the more | see, the happier | am. The concrete tunnel is a hollow tube, and the door is
some kind of inspection hatch near ajoin. If I'm right, the joinisn't a T-gate, it's a physical bulkhead
designed to seal segments off in event of a pressure breach, which meansthisis part of alarger physical
structure. This door will lead into the pressure door mechanism, and maybe via an airlock into other
adjacent segments—up and down as well asfore and aft, | hope. The only problem is, the door's locked.

| dig around in my pockets for one of the toys | took from the garage. Chopped-up magnesium from a
block the hiking shop sold me, mixed with deliberately rusted iron filings in a candle-wax base—a crude
thermite charge. | stick a gobbet of the stuff above the lock mechanism (which is annoyingly anchored
in the concrete), flick my lighter under it, then jerk my hand back and turn away fast. Even with my
eyelids tightly shut the flare is blindingly intense, leaving purple afterimages of the outline of my arm.
There's aloud hissing sputter, and | wait for a slow count of thirty before | turn round and push hard on
the door. It refuses to budge for a moment, then silently givesway. The lock isaglowing holein the
partially exposed doorframe—I hope we don't have a pressure excursion anytime soon.

| step through the door and glance around. I'm in a small room with some kind of crude-looking machine
occupying most of it. Gas bottles, axles, physical valves. It looks asif it was built during the stone age
and designed to be maintained using tools from the hardware store. Maybe it was? | scratch my head. If
this hab was originally configured for some kind of paleo cult, made to resemble one of the polities of
old Urth, it would be relatively easy for Y ourdon and Fiore to tailor to their purposes, wouldn't it?
Maybe that's what old-me meant about this place having unique features suiting it to their needs. There's
aladder, of all things, bolted to the wall, and a hatch in the floor. | go over to the hatch in the floor,
which is secured by a handwheel. Turning the wheel isn't too hard, and after amoment there's afaint
breeze as the hatch rises and rotates out of the way.

Hmm. There's a pressure imbalance, but it's nothing major. That means open doorways, maybe a whole
deck down below. But | said I'd go up, didn't I”? | start to climb. The hatch in the celling has another
wheel, and it takes me longer to rotate it, but there's some sort of spring mechanism inside it that raises it
out of the way. That's smart design for you. They assume that pressure breaches come from outside,
which in arotating cylinder hab like this means down, so you have to exert force to open a hatch leading
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down. But hatches leading up have a passive power assist to make it easy to get away from the blowout.
| like that philosophy: It's going to make life ever so much easier.

| climb into the tunnel, then pause to pull my headlamp on. Getting it lit, I climb up above the hatch.
Then | step sideways off the ladder and close it behind me. I'm now at the bottom of a dark tunnel
occupied only by the ladder, punctuated by shadows far above me, and the trail I've left leads down
instead of up. | hope there are doors up there. It would be really shitty luck to have gotten this far only to
find they're al jammed or depressurized or something.

13

Climb

BATTALION HQ doesn't send me direct to Staff. Instead, they put me through an A-gate, and | come
out wearing my original ortho body. | feel small and incredibly fragile and alive. It'san alarming
experience that later reminds me of my arrival in YFH-Polity. After my reanimation, they disassemble
me and split me into about 224 separate stripes of data and zap it off over quantum-encrypted links via
different T-gates. | don't feel this process, of course. | just get into an A-gate and wake up sitting in
another one. But along the way I've been fed through a cryptographic remixer circuit, combined and
recombined with other data streams with serial numbers filed off, so that even if a couple of the nodes
have fallen into enemy hands, they won't be able to work out where I'm coming from, where I'm going,
or who | am.

| blink and come alive again, then open the door of the booth. A tense moment—I'm about to enter the
semimythical head office of the Linebarger Cats. A compactly built female xeno with feline featuresis
waiting for me, tapping her claw-tipped fingers. "Y ou're Robin, aren't you?' She says. "I love you."

"I'm sorry, are you sure you've got the right person?' | ask.

She bares needle-sharp fangs at me in something approximating a smile: "In your dreams. It'sjust a
diagnostic test patched into your new netlink—if you can hear the words, it means you're not carrying a
copy of Curious Y ellow. Welcome to the crazy camp, Sergeant-Multiple. I'm Captain-Doctor Sanni.
Let'sgo find an office and I'll explain what's going on."

Sanni is an odd mixture of gy articulacy and shy secretiveness, but she's read my paper and decided I'm
wasted on line ops, and she's got the clout to make it stick. When she tells me why, I'm inclined to agree.
This problem is awhole lot more interesting than blowing holes in defensive perimeters, and much more
important in the long term.

"Curious Y ellow can be broken," she explains. "All we have to do is to fracture enough network links
that the cost of maintaining internal coherency among the worm farms exceeds their available
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bandwidth. When that happens, it'll lose the ability to coordinate its attacks, and we can then defeat it in
detail. But the problem is what happens afterward.”

"After." | shake my head. "Y ou're already thinking about the postwar situation?’

"Yes. See, Curious Yellow isn't going to go away. We could replace all the A-gatesin human space with
another monoculture, and they'll still be just as prone as the last set to infestation by another coordinated
worm attack. And running a polyculture is going to be expensive enough that local monocultures will
have a competitive edge.. . . Inthelong run, it'll evolve back toward a state that is vulnerable to similar
infestations. What we need is an architectural solution—one that locks Curious Y ellow out by design.
The best way to do that is not to eliminate the worm, but to repurpose it."

"Repurpose it?"
"As an immune system."

It takes our team, which is one of about fifty groups working under General-Dean Aton, nearly a gigasec
to work out the details of that single short sentence and turn it into a weapon. We methodically iterate
through hundreds of possibilities, researching the effects on afirewalled experimental network of worm-
infested gates before the final working solution is clear, and it takes hundreds of megs to implement and
distribute it. But when the main operations group is ready to launch the brutal physical assaultson a
thousand network junctions that will ultimately bring down Curious Y ellow, the vaccine is waiting for
them.

Curious Yellow is a coordinated worm. It accepts instructions from remote nodes. It compares
instructions with its neighbors, and if they look right, it executes them—this keeps any single worm-
infested gate from being easily subverted. By ssimultaneously assaulting thousands, we convince them
that our new instructions are valid and to be obeyed, and they begin to spread out through the network.
The vermifuge is a hacked version of Curious Y ellow, equipped with anew payload. It does severad
tasks that, in combination, should suffice to keep a new infestation down. When humans go through a
‘fuged A-gate, the gate installs Sanni's diagnostic patch in their language centers, while purging any
Curious Yellow infection already present. The diagnostic patch is a simple dyslexic loop—if you're also
infested with Curious Y ellow you won't be able to hear the words "I love you." The final stage of the
operation isthat once the vermifuge isin place in awormed gate, it will refuse to accept new
instructions broadcast by Curious Y ellow's creators.

We spend a gigasec working all this out and applying it. Tens of thousands of unique soldier-instances
die, assaulting hardened positions in order to load copies of the vermifuge into the first gates they
capture. Civilian losses are scary, too, millions dying as the embattled and increasingly disconnected
Curious Y ellow nodes take random defensive measures, and their quislings lash out at their invisible
tormentors. But in the end resistance virtually collapses in the space of a single tenday. There's chaos
everywhere, atrocities and score-settling and panic. There are even some cases of starvation and life-
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support collapse, where all the assemblers stopped working throughout an entire polity. But we've won,
and the factional groupsin the aliance either disband or become petty governments, starting the long
process of rebuilding their little defensible corners of the former megapolity.

The Linebarger Cats mostly go back to their prewar activities, atroupe of historic re-enactment artistsin
the pay of aretiring metahuman power who has spent the past gigasecs sleeping through the chaos. But
not all of uscan let go and forget . . .

ONCE upon atime, when | was young and immortal, | jumped off atwo-kilometer-high cliff on a
partially terraformed moon orbiting a hot Jupiter. There was a fad for self-sustaining biospheres and
deep gravity wellsand it was selling itself as a resort—that's my excuse. | did it without a parachute.
Gravity was low, about three meters per second squared, but it was still atwo-kilometer drop toward a
waterfall that obscured the jungle canopy far below with a haze of rainbow fog. | was trying on a
mythopoeic body, and as | dropped | spread my wings for the first time, feeling the tension in the
enormous thin webs between the fingers of my middle-hands. As experiences go | would heartily
recommend it to anyone—right up until the point where an updraft caught my left wing and flipped me
tumbling toward aridge, which | bounced off with a broken finger that folded horribly backward,
wrapping me in a caul of my own wingskin as| fell spinning toward my death.

Back at the top of the cliff they insisted on making me watch the last half minute of my life over and
over again. | shook my head and went into the A-gate to revert to my orthobody back down at the
coffeehouse on the rocky shore beside the lake at the bottom of the waterfall. | stayed there for along
time. | couldn't stop wondering what it must have been like to be there. The hot dull pain in my mid-
hand, the tumbling and whipping chill of the wind, the certainty that I'm going to die—

| wondered if I'd ever find out.

It happened along time ago. Since then, hair-raising topological exploits with the Linebarger Cats—not
to mention age and cynicism—have shown me how the way we warp and twist space-time has impaired
our ability to comprehend the structures we inhabit. Architecture has always influenced or controlled
social organization, but in apolity connected by T-gates, it has become more than influential—architects
have become our dictators.

The vast maority of uslivein the frigid depths of space, in spinning cylinders of archaic design that
orbit brown dwarf stars or the outer gas giants of solar systems in which no world remotely like long-
dismantled Urth could ever form. For the most part we pay no attention to the underpinnings of our
human-habitabl e spaces, save when they inconvenience us and we need to repair or replace them.
They're the empty stages upon which we parade the finery of our many-roomed mansions, interlaced by
holes in space that annul the significance of the dark light years between . . .

... Until you try to climb one of the emergency maintenance shafts. Then you know about it.

file://IK|/eMule/lncoming/Stross,%20Charl es%20-%20G| asshouse?620(v1.0)%20[ html].html (164 of 252)8-12-2006 23:41:54



Glasshouse

The ladder rungs are anchored to the antispinward wall of the shaft, rising toward the infinity of
darkness that swallows my flashlight beam whenever | look up. Below me there's along drop to afloor
as unforgiving as the rocks at the foot of that waterfall. | climb steadily, pacing myself. The radius of
curvature of the hab segmentsin Y FH-Polity is small enough that if thisis asingle cylinder, it must be
several kilometersin diameter. The roof of our hab is too high to touch from on top of afour-story
building—the tallest structuresin downtown—>but I'm already far above that, with no sign of any
openings.

At two hundred rungs | stop and rest. My arms are already feeling sore, muscles complaining. If | hadn't
been working out for weeks, I'd be half-dead by now. | have no way of knowing how much farther I'll
have to climb, and a dull worry gnaws at my stomach. What if I'mwrong? I'm assuming Y FH-Polity is
what it appears to be—a bunch of hab sectors spliced together with T-gates, interleaved among other
self-contained polity segments across a multiplicity of real-space habitats. But what if they've gone
further than simply blocking access to the rest of the network? It used to be the glasshouse, after all.
What if my embedded passenger got it critically wrong, and we're actually stranded in a single location?
There might be no way out.

But | can't go back. Y ourdon must have figured out I'm on the loose by now. Hell mobilize the zombies
and hunt me down like arat cornered by army ants. Sam will be alone, wondering what happened,
getting lonelier and crazier and more depressed. Sooner or later Mick will get his hands on Cass again.
Jen will continue to play her malignant head games with Alice and Angel. Fiore will slowly turn the
entire community into festering hate-filled puppets dancing to the tune of a dark ages culture based on
insecurity and fear. And I'm fairly certain | know what their gameis.

Thisisn't an archaeology experiment, it's a psychological warfare laboratory. They're testing out their
design for an emergent behaviorally controlled society. Y FH-Polity is a prototype for the next
generation of cognitive dictatorship. Because, when they surface to release their new and improved
version of Curious Y ellow upon an unsuspecting net, it won't be to install a crude censorship regime.
The payload they're planning will subtly impose behavioral rules on its victims, and the resulting
emergent society will be one designed for their exploitation. A future of Church every Sunday, sword
and chalice on the dltar, a pervert in every pulpit preaching betrayal and distrust. Score whoresin your
neighborhood twitching panopticon curtains to enforce an existential fascism—and that's just the
beginning. If the population of unvaccinated loyal carriersthat Y ourdon and Fiore are breeding up are
destined to be carriers of the next release of Curious Y ellow, the whole of human space will end up
looking like a bunch of postop cases from the surgeon-confessor's clinic.

| can't afford to fail.

Minutes trickle away in silence before | start moving again, putting one hand above the other, then one
foot, then the next hand, then the next foot. Repeat five times, then rest five beats. Repeat five times,
then rest five beats makes ten. Repeat that another nine times, and I'm a hundred rungs farther up this
tube of torments. Morbid thoughts plague me. | could hit a patch of grease and dlip. Or just . . . not reach
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the top. The rungs are about twenty centimeters apart. I'm nearing five hundred, now, a hundred meters
straight up. 1'd hit the bottom so fast I'd splash. (Banging off the ladder on the way down, of course,
gently drifting in the grip of Coriolisforce. If I'd remembered to bring a plumb bob and along enough
string, | could figure out roughly how large this hab cylinder is, but | didn't think that far ahead.) My
shoulders and elbows ache like they're in avise. I've spent ages pulling and pushing on that stupid
weight machine in the basement, but there's a difference between a half-hour workout and hanging on
for life. If | have another memory fugue, I'm toast. How high can | go? How far apart are the inhabitable
decks? If I'm unlucky, it could be kilometers—

| can't fail; | oweit to what Lauro, lambic-18, and Neual used to mean to me not to let this happen. If |
forget, then it might as well never have happened. Memory isliberty.

Six hundred rungs and my arms are shrieking for mercy. My thigh muscles aren't too happy, either. I'm
gritting my teeth and hoping for mercy when | see a shadow above me. | stop and pant for awhile,
studying the outline. Rectangular, set into thewall. Could it be? | resume climbing, doggedly putting
one hand in front of the other until | get there, close to nine hundred rungs up.

The shadow turns out to be the entrance to a short human-height tunnel leading away from beside the
ladder. It runs two meters into the wall, then there's athick, curved pressure door with another
handwheel setinit. I'mthere! 1'd dance for joy except my arms fedl asif they'd fall off. | step into the
tunnel and switch my big flashlight to candle mode, then sit down and lean back against the wall and
close my eyesfor acount of a hundred. | think I've earned it. Besides, | don't know what'll be waiting on
the other side of the door.

My arms feel like rubber, but | don't dare hang around. After a couple of minutes | force myself to my
feet and inspect the handwhesl. It looks workable, but when | try to turnit, it won't budge. " Shit," |
mutter aloud. These are desperate straits. Maybe if | had a lever, | think, then | remember the flashlight.
It's a big aluminum bar with alight at one end. | stick it through the spokes of the wheel and lean my
weight on it, pushing against the wall, putting everything I've got into trying to make the thing turn.

After a couple of minutes | admit to myself that the wheel is not going to budge. It occurs to me that the
builders of this hab were hot on fail-safes—what if it isn't turning because there's hard vacuum on the
other side? Either it's got a deadlock triggered by too high a pressure differential, or it'sjust beenin
vacuum for so long that it's welded shut. " Shit," | mutter again. This could be another of Y ourdon and
Fiore's half-assed security measures. What good does it do me to get into an access tunnel if the other
floors are all open to space? Assuming they know about these access tunnels in the first place, of course.

| wipe the sweat from my face and lean against the wall. "Up or down?' | ask aloud, but nobody's
answering. Down, at least there's another level with air. Up, and . . . well, there might be nothing. Or
there might be a whole damn orbital habitat that the bad guys don't know about. | could step out into a
city boulevard in Old Paradys, or the back of abrasserie in Zhang Li. If | get lucky. If I'm not just
Imagining those places.
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| stow the big flashlight in my belt loop and head back toward the ladder. If | don't get somewherein
another thousand rungs, I'm going to have to rethink my escape plan. Two thousand rungs total will be
nearly half akilometer. If 1'd realized | wasin for something like this, | would have bought climbing
eguipment, awinch, even arope | could sling around myself so | could rest on the ladder. | fantasize
briefly about rocket packs and elevator cars. Then | grab the next rung and begin to climb again.

Another nine hundred rungs up the ladder | become half-certain that I'm going to die. My arms are
screaming at me, and my left thigh has started threatening to cramp. | pause for breath, my heart
hammering. It's like being on the cliff again. This hab has got to be kilometers in radius—the gravity
here feels about the same asit did when | started out. I'm in atube with Urth-standard gee, air: terminal
velocity will be about eighty meters per second. If | wereto let go, the Coriolis force would rub me
against the ladder like a cheese grater at two hundred kilometers per hour, leaving a greasy red smear. |
can keep climbing, sure, but how easy isit going to be to climb back down if | keep going up until I'm
exhausted? Thinking about it, I'm not sure going down is any better than going up. Lesslifting, but still
flexing aleft elbow that feels about twice the size it should be, hot and throbbing as | raise it—

There's another platform ahead. Twenty rungs up. Roughly four hundred meters from the bottom.
"What?' I'm talking to myself—that's not good news. | raise my right hand. Yes, it's a platform.

The next thing | know, I'm sitting on the platform, my legs dangling over the abyss, and | have no clear
recollection of how | got here. | must have had another fugue moment. | shudder, my blood running cold
at the realization.

| look round. This platform isjust like the last one, right down to the door with the handwheel set in it
two meters up the tunnel. Which means either I'm shit out of luck, or—well, | can try the door, at |east.
If it doesn't work, | can rest up. Then it's either up or down, heads or tails. | really don't think | can make
another climb until my abused muscles have had some time to recover, and | didn't bring water or food.
So | guessit's down, and down and down and back into the depths of Y ourdon'slittle totalitarian fantasy.

Unless| let go of the ladder.
Or the door opens.

| take akilosecond to rest up before | approach the door. When | spin the wheel one-handed, it smoothly
winds up momentum, then there's a sigh of long-seated gaskets as it pulls away from the frame and
swings out to one side. | ook through the opening and see a universe that doesn't make any kind of
sense to my eyes.

Thefloor in front of the doorway isflat, slightly rough, with a grayish stippled regularity typical of a
high-grip paving system. The segments are Penrose tiles, presumably laid out by awalking assembler
that crawled across the inner surface of this gigantic cylindrical space, never recrossing its own path as it
vomited out the floor. Above my head there's a grayish ceiling that curves in the far distance to meet the
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upturned bow! of the horizon. Fine needles of diamond stab from the floor to the roof, holding heaven
and earth apart. The door I've just stepped out of is set in the base of one of the needles—they're huge,
and they're along way apart.

Thisis probably an interdeck, an interstitial support space between the inhabited floors. Or it's adeck
that hasn't been linked into the manifold of T-gates, terraformed and tamed and occupied. At aguess I've
climbed right through Y ourdon's security cordon, alevel left open to vacuum. If 1'd gone down I'd have
found . . . what? Maybe alevel where the experimenters live, where they're working on the upgraded
Curious Yellow. Or just as likely, another vacuum level.

My kneesfeel like rubber. | lean against the outer wall of the radial tube I've just climbed, feeling
completely exhausted. | ook up at the ceiling, aimost half a kilometer up, and realize just how little it
curves and how wide the basin of redlity is. There are clouds in here, collecting near the tops of some of
the needles. The air isslightly misty and smells of dry yeast. Strange monochromatic humpsin the floor
suggest hills and berms—mass reserves waiting for the giant habitat assemblers to go to work on them. |
try to identify the end caps of the cylinder, but they're lost in the haze, severa tens of kilometers away.
The light is coming from thousands of tiny bright pointsin the ceiling.

| could starve to death in this place long before | could walk out of it.

| try to rest up for awhile, but unease prods me into premature motion. | know | need to try and
accommodate this fatigue, but there's an edge of panic whenever | think about Kay, or the consequences
of the thing lurking in my head that (I'm half-convinced) is causing these blackouts. There'snot alot |
can do, except stay with the ladder and hope to find something more promising on the next deck up—
amost a kilometer above my head. But | don't think I'd make it.

| stumble away from the ladder, heading toward the nearest berm. Maybe there'll be some emotional
machinery near there that I'll be able to communicate with, something from outside Y FH-Polity's
frontier that'll be able to put me in touch with redlity. | try my netlink, but it's dull and frozen, showing
nothing but a crashed listing of point scores allocated to my cohort. Curious Yellow, | think dully. That's
why | can't hear Samwhen he says* * *: the score-tracking systemis based on Curious Yellow.

A couple hundred meters from the berm | see signs of life. Something about the size of ataxi, consisting
of loosely coupled rods and spheres, is hunching up over the crest of the deposit. It extends tubular
sensorsin my direction, then vaults over the crest of the hill, sensors blurring into iridescent disks, ball-
and-rod assemblies spinning on its back. The balls are growing and thinning, unfolding like cauliflower
heads that glow with adiffractive sheen. | stop and wait for it to arrive. | guessit's some kind of
specialized biome construction supervisor, an intelligent gardener. There is absolutely nothing | could do
to stop it from killing me if it's hostile—I might as well attack a tank with a blunt carving knife—but
that's relatively unlikely. Knowing that doesn't make waiting easy, though.

It closes intimidatingly rapidly but rolls to a stop about three meters away from me. "Hello," | say, "do
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you have alanguage facility?"

The gardener draws itself up until it looms over me. Florets open and close, buzzing faintly. "Who are
you and what are you doing here?"

| relax very dlightly. "I'm Robin." The name feels odd, unfamiliar. "What polity is this?'

It buzzes and clicksto itself, flattening slightly at the top like a puzzled cobra. "Hello, Robin. This zone
Isno polity. It isballast sector eighty nine, aboard the MASucker Harvest Lore. It is not an inhabitable
biome. What are you doing here?’

No polity. I'm on a MASucker. Which means ther€'ll probably only be one longjump gate on the whole
ship, heavily firewalled . . . | close my eyes and try not to sway on my feet. "I am trying to locate legal
authorities to whom | can report a serious crime. Mass identity theft. If thisisn't apolity, what isit?'

"I am not authorized to tell you. Y ou are Robin. | am required to ask you: How did you get here? You
are showing signs of physical distress. Do you require medical attention?’

| attempt to open my eyes, but they're not responding. "Help," | try to say. Then my eyes open, and I'm
back on the ladder, hanging off it by one hand, feet dangling over the abyss of an infinite cylinder, but
there are no rungs and there's another tube nested inside this one, stippled with amyriad of tiny points of
light, and something is comingout of the wall to lean over me. "Help," | repeat, as the thing bends
toward me.

"I will alert the Kapitan's lodge."
Darkness.

WE declared victory within the local manifold ten megasecs ago, and the magnitude of the
reconstruction headache is just beginning to sink in. We've driven Curious Y ellow back into its box and
broken up the quisling dictatorships that thrived under it. But the war isn't over until arestart is out of
the question. And that's an entirely different matter.

"The problem is, about half of the Provisional Government have vanished," Sanni—now avery senior
colonel—tells me. (We're in a staff meeting room in MilSpace, cramped and beige and securely
anonymized.) "The high-profile arrests are all very well, but where are the others?' She doesn't sound

happy.

"They can't just vanish. Not without leaving some kind of traces, surely?' That's Al, the long-suffering
gofer who keeps our research team in touch with the operational requirements group and headquarters
Received Instructions Interpretation Unit, whose job isto make sense of the oracular statements our
Exultant patron occasionally offers. "There are alot of scoresto settle.”
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"It'salot easier to dip through the cracks than it used to be," Sanni explains patiently. "Back when the
Republic was unitary it could track identities effectively. But since the end of Is, we've been left with a
myriad of self-contained polities, not all of which will talk to each other. Their internal data models
aren't transitive. There could be any number of inconsistencies out there, and we can't normalize for
them."

What she meansiis, the Republic of Is provided the most important common services a post-Accel eration
civilization needs: time and authentication. Without time, you can't be sure that the same financial
instrument isn't being executed in two different places at once. And without authentication, you can't be
certain that the person in Body A isthe owner of Identity A, rather than an interloper who has stolen a
copy of Body A. Time was easy before spaceflight because it was a function of geography, not network
connectivity, and tracking people was easy because people couldn't change species and sex and age and
whatever on awhim. But since the Acceleration, the prevention of identity theft has become one of the
core functions of government, any government. It's not just a matter of preventing the most serious of
crimes against the person; without time and authentication little things like money and law enforcement
stop working.

Now the Republic of Is has fragmented, and its successor polities aren't al running on the same time
base. It's possible to slip between the cracks and vanish. It's possible for a hapless emigrant to leave
Polity A for Polity B and arrive with a different mind directing their body, with all the authentication
tokens that travel with them still pointing at the original identity. If your A-gate firewalls don't trust each
other implicitly, you've got a huge problem. Which is why we're holed up herein adingy cubiclein

Mil Space discussing it, rather than returning to business as usual on the outside.

"We're going to have a huge problem with revenants,” Sanni adds. "Not the solo ones who just want to
hide. They'll mostly go to ground, set up a new identity, erase their memories of the war, build anew
life. A whole bunch of dog-fucking criminals are going to think: Hey, | could be anyone tomorrow! And
the dilemmawe faceis, isthere really any point persecuting aformer collaborator if they don't even
remember what they did anymore? | figure we're best leaving the desertersto lie. But the organized
groups are going to be areal headache. If they stay organized and hang on to their memories, they could
try to start it al up again. We might be able to nail a bunch of them through traffic analysis, but what if
they set up an identity remixer somewhere? If they can get lots of clean identities going into an isolated
polity where they mingle with the criminals, bodies go in, bodies come out, and how would we know
what's happening in the middle? If they're in charge of the firewall, they can play any number of tricks.
A shell game."

"So we look out for things like that," Al suggests.

| stare at him, and force myself to wait for a couple of seconds before | open my mouth: Al isn't always
fast on the uptake. "That's afair description of any modern polity,” | point out. "And we haven't
consolidated control everywhere—we've only broken CY's coordination capability within al the
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networks we're in direct communication with. I1f we want to clean up, we've got to go further.”

"So0?' Al glyphs amusement in lieu of having aface to smile with. "It's an ongoing process. Maybe you
need to think about what you're going to do with the bad guys when you've rounded them up?"

14

Hospital

| hear dryness, and there's ataste of blue in my mouth, and | have an erection. | lick my lips and find my
mouth is dry and tastes like something died init. And | don't have an erection because | don't have a
penisto have one with. What I've got is a bad case of, of—memory fugue, | realize, and my eyes click
open.

I'm lying between harshly starched white sheets, facing a white wall with strange socketsin it. Pale
green hangings form a curtain on either side of my bed. Someone's put me in an odd gown with a dlit
running right up the back. The gown is also green. This must be the hospital, | think, closing my eyes
and trying not to panic. How did | get here? Trying not to panic is anonstarter. | gasp and try to sit up.

A few seconds later the dizziness subsides and | try again. My heart's pounding, I'm queasy, and the
front of my head aches; | feel asweak as ajellyfish. Meanwhile the panic is scraping at my attention
again. Who brought me here? If Yourdon finds me, he'll kill me! There's some kind of box with buttons
on it hanging from a hook on the bed frame. | pick it up and stab a button at semirandom, and my feet
come up. Other way! Ten seconds later I'm sitting up uncomfortably, the bed raised behind my back. It
puts an unpleasant pressure on my stomach, but with verticality comes a minute degree of comfort—I've
got some control over my environment—abefore the greater unease sneaks up on me again.

Okay, so the gardener—I trail off, my internal narrative stuck in a haze of incomprehension. It brought
me here? Whereis here, anyway? This bed—it's one of arow, spaced alongside one wall in ahuge, high-
ceilinged white room. There's an array of windows set high up in the opposite wall, and | can glimpse
blue and white sky through it. Incomprehensible bits of equipment are dotted around. There are lockers
next to some of the beds—and | see that one of the beds at the other end of the room looks to be
occupied.

| close my eyes, feeling a deadweight of dread. I'm still in the glasshouse, | realize sickly.

But I'm too wesak to do anything, and, besides, I'm not alone. | hear the clack of approaching heels and
the sound of voices coming my way. "Hours end at four o'clock," says afemale voice with the flattening
of affect I've come to expect of zombies. "The consultant will visit in the evening. The patient is weak
and is not to be disturbed excessively." The curtain twitches back, and | see afemale zombie wearing a
white dress and an odd hair adornment. The zombie looks at me. "Y ou have avisitor," sheintones. "Do
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not overexert yourself."

"Uh," | manageto say, and try to turn my head so | can seewho it is, but they're still half-concealed
behind the curtain. It's like a nightmare, when you know some kind of monster is creeping up on you—

"Well, if itisn't our little librarian!™

And | think, Fuck, | know that voice! And simultaneously, amost petulantly, But you can't be here, just
as Fiore steps around the curtain and leans over the rail alongside my bed, an expression of bemused
condescension on his face. "Would you like to tell me where you think you were going?"

"No." | manage to avoid gritting my teeth. "Not particularly." The nightmare has caught up, and the well
of despair is threatening to swallow me down. They've caught me and brought me back to play with me.
| feel sick and hot.

"Come now, Reeve." Unctuous, that's the word. Fiore plants one plump hand on my forehead, and |
realize he feels clammy and cold. "Oh dear. You arein astate." He removes the hand before | can shake
it off, and | shiver. "l can see why they brought you straight here."

| clamp my teeth shut, waiting for the coup de gréce, but Fiore seemsto have something elsein mind. "I
have to look after the pastoral well-being of all my flock, littlelady, so | can't stay too long with you.

Y ou're obvioudly ill"—he puts some kind of odd emphasis on the word—"and |I'm sure that's the
explanation for your recent erratic behavior. But next time you decide to go climbing in the walls, you
should come and talk to me first"—for a moment his expression hardens—"you wouldn't want to do
anything you might regret later."

Between shivers, | manage to roll my eyes. "I have no regrets." Why is he playing with me?

"Come now!" Fiore clucks disapprovingly for amoment. "Of course you have regrets! To be human is
to be regretful. But we must learn to make the most of what we have to work with, mustn't we? Y ou've
been slow to settle in and find your place in our little parish, Reeve, and that's been causing some
concern to those of us who keep an eye on such things. | have—may | be frank?—been worried that you
might be an incorrigibly disruptive influence. On the other hand, you obviously mean well, and care for
your neighbors—" An unreadable expression flits across hisjowls. "So I'm trying to give you the benefit
of the doubt. Rest now, and we'll continue our little chat later, when you're feeling better.”

He straightens up in his portly manner and beginsto turn away. | shiver again, a chill running up my
spine. It'slike he doesn't know | killed him! | realize. | can see Fiore running multiple instances of
himself, but surely they'd be aware of each other, by way of their netlink? Why, doesn't he—

"You," | manage to say.
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"Yes?'
"You." It's hard to form words. I'm really feeling feverish. "What's the, the . . ."

"I don't have all day!" His voice rises when he'sirritated, in an annoying whine. He straightens his robe.
"Nurse? | say, nurse!" In aquieter voice, to me: "I'll have them send for your husband. I'm sure you'll
have alot to talk about.” Then he turns on his heel and bumbles away down the ward toward the other
occupied beds.

| realize my teeth are chattering: I'm not sure whether from fever or black helplessrage. | killed you!
And you didn't even notice! Then the nurse comes stomping along in her sensible shoes, clutching some
kind of primitive diagnostic instrument, and | realize that I'm feeling extremely unwell.

NURSE Zombie gives me atest that involves sliding a cold glass rod into my ear and staring into my
eyes from close range, then she pulls out ajar and gives me what | assume at first is a piece of candy,
except that it tastes vile. The hospital is set up to resemble areal dark agesinstallation, but luckily they
seem to draw the line at leeches or heart transplants and similar barbarism. | guess this is some sort of
drug, synthesized at great expense and administered to have some random weird systemic effect on my
metabolism. "Try to sleep,”" Nurse explainsto me. "You areill."

"C-cold," | whisper.

“Try to sleep, you areill." But Nurse bends down and pulls out aloose-weave blanket. "Drink lots of
fluids." The glass on the table next to me is empty, and in any case, | feel too shivery to pull an arm out
from under the blanket. "You areill."

No shit. It's not just my arms and legs—all my joints are screaming at me in chorus with awhole load of

muscles | wish | didn't have right now—Dbut my head's throbbing and | feel like I'm freezing to death and
my stomach's not so good either. And the blackouts and memory fugues are still with me. "What's wrong
with, me?' | ask, and it takes a big effort to get the words out.

"You areill," the zombie repeats. It's useless arguing with her—nobody home, no theory of mind, just a
bunch of reflexes and canned dialogues.

"Who can | ask?'

She's turning away, but | seem to have tripped a new response. "The consultant will visit at eight o'clock
tonight, all questions must be addressed to the consultant. The patient is weak and must not be disturbed
excessively. Drink lots of fluids." She picks up an empty jug that was out of view a moment ago and

whisks it away toward one end of the ward. A moment later she's back with it. "Drink lots of fluids."

"Yeah..." | shudder and try to work myself into a smaller volume under the blanket. | dimly realize |
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ought to be asking lots of questions—actually | ought to be forcing myself out of bed and running like
my hair's on fire—but right now, just pouring myself a glass of water seems like an heroic task.

| lie back and stare at the ceiling, incoherent with anger and embarrassment. Did | imagine myself
killing Fiorein the library? | don't think so; the memories are vivid. But so are al my other memories,
the massacres and the endless years of war. And not all my memories are real, are they? The bootstrap
memory, talking to another voice in my own larynx—if it's not just afalse memory of afalse memory,
then it certainly wasn't me: It was a customized worm running on my implant. | can't—thisis getting
difficult—trust myself, especially while | keep going into fugue.

"Can1?' | ask, and | open my eyes again, and Sam startles.

He's leaning over me where Fiore was, and | realize immediately that I've been in fugue for some time.
I'm cold, but I'm no longer feverish; the sheets are damp with sweat, and the light visible through the
windows is dimming toward evening. "Reeve?' he asks anxioudly.

"Sam." | lift my hand and reach for him. He wraps my fingersin his. "I'mill."

"I came as soon as | heard. Fiore telephoned the office." He sounds slightly shocky, his eyes haunted.
"What happened?"

| shiver again. The damp sheets are getting to me. "Later." Meaning: Not where the walls have ears.
"Need water." My mouth's really dry. "I keep having fugues."

"The nurse said something about a consultant,” says Sam. "Dr. Hanta. She said he'd be coming to look at
you later. Are you going to be all right? Why areyou ill?*

| clutch Sam's hand as hard as | can. "I don't know." He offers me the water glass, and | swallow.
"Suspect . . . not. Not sure. How longwas| . . . asleep . . . for?"

"Y ou didn't recognize me when | camein,” Sam says. He's holding on to my hand as if he's afraid one of
usisdrowning. "You didn't recognize me."

"Memory fugue's getting much worse," | say. | lick my lips. "Three"—no, four—"today. I'm not sure
why. | keep remembering stuff, but I'm not sure how much of it isreal. Thought I'd"—I stop before | say
killed Fiore, just in case | redlly did and there's some other reason the priest doesn't know about it
—"escaped. But | woke up here." | close my eyes. "Fiore says I'mill."

"What am | meant to do?' Sam asks plaintively. "How do | fix you? There's no A-gate here. . ."

"Dark agestech." My hand aches from gripping him. | forceit to relax. "They didn't disassemble people
and rebuild them, they used medicine, drugs, and surgery. Tried to repair damaged tissue in situ."”
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"That's insane!"

| chuckle weakly. "Y ou're telling me? That's what the consultant is, he's adoctor." One of those weird,
obsol escent words that doesn't mean what it used to—in the real world outside this prison, adoctor isa
scholar, someone who investigates stuff, not a wetware mechanic. | suppose it may have meant the same
back in the real dark ages, when nobody really knew how self-replicating organisms functioned and
there was an element of research involved. "I think he's meant to figure out what's wrong with me and
repair it. Assuming they don't just have a medical assembler down in the basement here—" | clutch his
hand, because a horrible thought's just struck me. If they've got a medical A-gate, won't it be infected
with Curious Yellow?"Don't let them put meinit!"

"Put you in—what? What isit, Reeve? Reeve, are you having another fugue?"
Things are going gray around me. He leans close, and | whisper, "* * * " in hisear. Then—
DESPERATION isthe engine of necessity.

It's two hundred megs since that committee meeting with Al and Sanni and alot of things have changed.
Me, for example: I'm not in military phenotype anymore. Neither is Sanni. We're civilians now,
corpuscles of military experience discharged into the circulating confusion of reconstruction that has
become the future of Is.

I'm not used to being human again, ortho or otherwise—bits of me are missing. When the war exploded,
trapping me on the MA Sucker for almost a generation, | was reduced to what | was carrying on my
person and in my head. Then when | militarized myself, | had to let component aspects of my identity
go. I'm not sure why, in all cases. Some things make sense (when at war, one's scruples about inflicting
pain and injury on the enemy faction must be suppressed), but there are gaps that follow no obvious
rhyme or reason. According to my written notes from the period on the Grateful for Duration, | used to
have an abiding and deep interest in baroque music of the preindustrialized age, but now | can't recall
even ascrap of melody. Again, | used to be married, with children, but | am mystified by my lack of
memories from the period, or feelings. Maybe that was a reaction to grief, and maybe not—but now I've
been demobilized, | find myself out of reaction mass and adrift along an escape vector diverging from
all attachments. Only my new job retains any hold over me.

The Linebarger Cats emerged from the coalition with significant assets. To my surprise | received a
credit balance that with careful management might mean | never need to work again—at least for afew
gigasecs. It seems that warfare pays, if you're on the winning side and manage not to misplace your
mind in the process.

When | left MilSpace (a convoluted process involving numerous anonymous remixer networks and one-
way censorship gates to strip me of my military modules before my reintegration into civil society), |
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had myself reassembled as a louche young man in the Cognitive Republic of Lichtenstein. There'salot
to be said for being louche, especidly after you've spent several hundred megaseconds with no genitals.

Lichtenstein isavivid and cynical colony of artistic satirists, so sophisticated they've aimost circled back
into primitivism. By convention we use visual field filters that [imn everything in dark strokes, filling
our bodies with color. Life aspires toward a state of machinima. It's a strange way to be, but familiar and
comfortable after the unsleeping hyperspectral awareness of atankie. So | hang around in the galleries
and salons of Lichtenstein, exchanging witty repartee and tall stories with the other habitués, and in my
copious free time | pay frequent trips to the bathhouses and floataria. | make a point of never sleeping
with the same person twice in the same body, although | discover that even such anonymous abandon
doesn't protect me from my lovers tears. It seems half the population have lost someone and are
wandering, searching the world over.

My lifeis outwardly directionless for the first four or five megs. In private | work on something that
might eventually turn out to be amemoir of the war—an old-fashioned serialized text provocatively
promoting a single viewpoint, without any pretense at objectivity—while in public | live on my savings.
DeMob gave me areasonably secure cover identity as a playboy remittance man from a primogeniture
polity, sent to while away his youth in less hidebound (and politically loaded) biomes, and it's not hard
to keep up appearances. But deep down, the insignificance and lack of meaning of such alife chafes; |
want to be doing something, and while the project I've been working on under Sanni's auspices for the
past couple of yearsfitsthe bill, it is, perforce, anonymous. If | make amark, it will be by my deeds, not
my name. And so, as my debauch intensifies, | slip into akind of melancholic haze.

Then one morning | am awakened by a brassy flare of trumpets from the bedside orrery, which
announces that | have avisitor.

| realize who and where | am—and that | am desperately sick—at the exact moment that Dr. Hanta
presses a small, freezing cold brass disk against the bare skin between my breasts. "Ow!"

"Breathe slowly," she orders, not unkindly, then blinks like a sleepy owl! from behind her thick-lensed
glasses. "Ah, back in the realm of the conscious, are we?"

By way of an answer | go into a hoarse coughing fit, my muscles locking in spasms that leave my ribs
aching. Hantarecoils slightly, removing the stethoscope. "I see," she says. "I'll just wait a moment—
glass of water?"

| realize she's jacked the back of my bed up as the coughing subsides. "Yes. Please." I'm shivery and
weak but not freezing anymore. She holds out a glass, and | manage to accept it without spilling
anything, although my hand shakes alarmingly. "What's wrong with me?’

"That'swhat I'm here to find out." Hanta is a petite female, shorter than | am, her skin a shade darker,
although not the aubergine-tinted brown of Fiore. Her short hair is dusted with the silver spoor of
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impending senescence, and there are laugh-lines around her face. She wears an odd white overcoat
buttoned up the front and carries the arcane totems of her profession, the caduceus and stethoscope—the
bell of the latter she rubs upon my chest. She looks friendly and open and trustworthy, the antithesis of
her two clerical colleagues: but beauty is not truth, and some gut instinct tells me never to let my guard
down in her presence. "How long have you been febrile?"

"Febrile?

"Hot and cold. Chills, shivers, aternating with too hot. Night sweats, anything like that."

"Oh, about—" | feel my forehead wrinkling. "What day isit? How long have | been in here?"

"Y ou've been here six hours," Dr. Hanta says patiently. "Y ou were brought in around midafternoon."
| shiver convulsively. My skinisicy. "Since an hour or two before then."

"The Reverend Doctor Fiore tells me you were climbing." Her tone is neutral, professional, with no note
of censure.

| swallow. "Since then."

"You're alucky lady." Hanta smiles enigmatically and moves her stethoscope to the ball of my left
shoulder, pulling open my hospital gown to get at it. "I'm sorry, I'll be quick. Hmm." She staresinto the
stethoscope's eye crystal and frowns. "It'salong time since I've seenthat . . . sorry.” She straightens up.
"It's not safe to climb around in the walls here; some of the neighboring biomes aren't biomorphically
integrated. There are replicators in the mass fraction reserve cells that will eat anything based on a
nucleotide chassis that doesn't broadcast a contact inhibition signal, and you're not equipped for that."

| swallow again—my mouth is unnaturally dry. "What?"

"Somehow or other you've managed to get yourself infected with a strain of pestis mechaniculorum.

Y ou're feverish because your immune system is still just about containing it. It's a good thing for you
that we found you before mechanotic cytolysissetin. .. Anyway, I'll fix you up just as soon as| finish
sequencing it."

"Um." | shudder again. "Oh, okay."

" *Okay' indeed. Do | haveto tell you not to go climbing around inside the walls again?' | shake my
head, almost embarrassed by my own fear of discovery. "Good." She pats me on the shoulder. "At least
if you're going to do it again, come to me first, please? No more unfortunate accidents." She carefully
disconnects the stethoscope and wraps it around her caduceus. It makes soft clicking noises as it fuses
with the staff. "Now I'll just run you off alittle antirobotic, and you'll be up and about in no time."
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Dr. Hanta hitches up her coat, then perches on a stool next to my bed. "Isn't thisabit out of character?" |
ask her, throwing caution to the winds. | suspect if | asked Fiore or Y ourdon that question, they'd bite
my head off, but Hanta seems more approachable, if not more trustworthy.

"We all make mistakes." It's that smile again: It's dlightly fey and very sincere, asif she'slaughing at a
jokethat I'd laugh aong with, if I only knew what it was. "Y ou leave worrying about the integrity of the
experiment to me, dear." She waves a dismissive hand. "Of course you worry about it when the priests
backs are turned. Of course people try to game the system—it's only to be expected. Probably some
people don't even want to be here. Maybe they changed their minds after signing the waiver. All | can
say is, we'll do our best to make sure they're not unhappy with the outcome." She raises an eyebrow at
me speculatively. "It's not easy to run an experiment on this scale, and we make mistakes, what else can
| say? Some of us make more mistakes than others." And now she pulls an expression of mild distaste,
which seemsto say it all. She'sinviting my agreement, and | find myself nodding along despite my
better judgment.

"But those mistakes . . ." | stop, unsureif | should continue.
"Yes?' She leans forward.
"How's Cass?' | force myself to ask.

Dr. Hanta's face, which up until now has been open and friendly, closes like a trapdoor. “"Why do you
ask?'

| lick my lipsagain. "l need something to drink." She slides off her stool and paces round my bed, pours
what's left of the water jug into my cup, and hands it to me without aword. | swallow. "One of Fiore's
little mistakes, | suppose.”" | aim to say it lightly, but it comes out dripping with sarcasm.

"Ohyes." Dr. Hantalooks round, toward the far end of the ward—at something hidden from me by the
curtain. | shudder, and this time it's not from the fever chills. "I wouldn't say one of his little mistakes."
Her tone of voiceisdry, but there's something behind it that makes me glad | can't see her face. But
when she turns back to me, her expression is perfectly normal. "Cass will be al right, dear."

"And Mick?" | prompt.
"That is under discussion."
"Under discussion. Was what happened to Esther and Phil discussed ahead of time?"

"Reeve'—she actually has the gall to look upset—"no, it wasn't. Someone miscal culated badly. They've
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gone back to the primary sources and discovered that what, what Esther and Phil were doing wasn't so
very unusua. And you're right, the weighting attached to, uh, what they did—Magjor Fiore migudged the
mood of the crowd. It won't happen again, we've learned from that experience, and from—" She
swallows, then nods minutely at the curtain. "If a couple doesn't get on, there's going to be a procedure
to go through to obtain formal social approval of the separation. We're not evil. We'rein thisfor the long
haul, and if you're unhappy, if everyone's unhappy here, the polity won't gel, and the experiment can't
work."

The experiment can't work. | look at her and find myself wondering, Does she mean it? Fiore and
Yourdon are so cynical | find myself startled to be in the presence of a member of their team who seems
to believe in what she's doing. I'm suddenly appalled, as badly taken aback by her honesty as the police
zombies are by astripper. "Uh. | think | see." | shake my head, then wince. My neck aches. "But aslong
as Mick stays here, some of uswon't be happy at all."

"Oh, Mick will be dealt with one way or another, dear." Her caduceus trills for attention, and she fidgets
with it as she talks. "I don't think the psychological damage is irreme